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‘Research sharing’ using social media: online
conferencing and the experience of
#BSHSGlobalHist

JEMMA HOUGHTON, ALEXANDER LONGWORTH-DUNBAR
AND NICOLA SUGDEN*

In February 2020, the British Society for the History of Science hosted its first entirely
digital conference via Twitter, with the dual goals of improving outreach and engage-
ment with international historians of science, and exploring methods of reducing the
carbon footprint of academic activities. In this article we discuss how we planned and
organized this conference, and provide a summary of our experience of the conference
itself. We also describe in greater detail the motivations behind its organization, and
explore the good and bad dimensions of this relatively new kind of conferencing. As
the climate crisis becomes more acute and, in turn, the pressure to reduce the carbon
footprint of academic activities increases, we argue that digital conferences of this
style will necessarily become more central to how academia operates. By sharing our
own experiences of running such a conference, we seek to contribute to a rapidly
growing body of knowledge on the subject that might be drawn on to improve our
practices going forward. We also share some of our own ideas about how best to
approach digital conference organization which helped us to make the most of this par-
ticular event.

Over the past year, the British Society for the History of Science (BSHS) has made mul-
tiple forays into the facilitation of academic research sharing through digital media. The
most recent of these was the highly successful Global Digital History of Science Festival
that took place in July 2020. This online festival replaced the society’s annual confer-
ence, which could not be held in person due to the COVID-19 outbreak. However,
the society’s efforts to move at least some of its conference activities online considerably
pre-date the pandemic. As a society, we have been eager both to engage more with the
international HSTM community, and to respond effectively to the climate emergency:
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making more use of digital spaces seemed to be one way to address these. As a result, our
first attempt at an online conference took place on Twitter, on 12 February 2020. This
BSHS Twitter conference was our first attempt at re-creating – or, in reality, experiment-
ing with – an academic conference on a digital platform.
While Twitter has often been used as a communications ‘backchannel’ at standard in-

person conferences, the BSHS decided instead to use the social media platform as the
primary conference medium. Connected through the hashtag #BSHSGlobalHist, the
speakers presented their papers in the novel format of six to twelve 280-character
‘tweets’, the unique format for this social media platform. All of the papers have since
been archived on the BSHS website and a ‘how-to’ guide to hosting a Twitter conference
has already been published as a result of this conference in the BSHS magazine
Viewpoint.1 However, this piece aims to be a more reflective analysis of why the
BSHS carried out the digital conference, why Twitter was selected as the platform,
how the day went and lessons learnt through the process. It will also begin to consider
the question posed by Pat Lockley and Natalie Lafferty of ‘how does Twitter function
when it is not a backchannel but the only channel?’2 In doing so we will demonstrate
that, although alternative formats such as these will not entirely replace in-person con-
ferencing, they do provide a valuable and creative alternative to engaging with the aca-
demic community on an international scale – particularly in the wake of growing
concerns surrounding air travel.

Why digital conferencing?

This particular conference was devised in response to three questions the BSHS council
posed to itself.

. In response to the climate emergency, could more of our work – especially confer-
ences, which carry a particularly heavy carbon footprint – be done digitally?

. In line with the society’s mission to promote understanding of the history of science,
technology and medicine in a wide range of contexts, could public, digital platforms
be a viable way to share research and build relationships?

. In response to the uncertainties precipitated by the UK’s decision to leave the
European Union, how can we strengthen our ties to the international history-of-
science community?

#BSHSGlobalHist was a pilot project operating at the intersection of these three problems.
The goals of the Twitter conference were therefore threefold: to explore a low-carbon
conferencing alternative, to make history-of-science research accessible in a public
forum, and to promote a strong international spirit.

1 Jemma Houghton, ‘Hosting a Twitter conference’, Viewpoint (2020) 121, pp. 113–14. The papers can be
found at www.bshs.org.uk/bshsglobalhist-the-papers.
2 Pat Lockley and Natalie Lafferty, ‘PressEd: where the conference is the hashtag’, in Chris Rowell (ed.),

Social Media in Higher Education: Case Studies, Reflections and Analysis, Cambridge: Open Book
Publishers, 2019, pp. 183–95, 184.
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Tackling the climate emergency

In 2019, the UK and hundreds of other governments around the world symbolically
acknowledged the severity and urgency of the ongoing climate crisis by declaring
‘climate emergencies’.3 The year 2019 was the second-hottest year on record, and also
concluded the five hottest years on record, which were themselves the latter half of the
ten hottest years on record.4 The climate crisis is happening now, and it can no longer
be ignored by any organization, sector or industry. We must therefore do our utmost
to publicly acknowledge this crisis in all our actions, and to do whatever we can to miti-
gate our carbon footprints as much as possible. Academia can and must be a part of this
change. The BSHS has adopted a climate policy that recognizes the seriousness of this
challenge and sets ambitious goals for ourselves as an organization.5

We do not believe it is necessary to recount the arguments and evidence for a massive
and urgent reduction in global greenhouse gas emissions here; to do so would imply that
there could still be any doubt about this fact. The climate emergency has compelled us all
to consider how we can, through our own actions, work to reduce carbon emissions. As
a result, academic conferences, in particular international conferences, have come under
increasing scrutiny with regard to their carbon footprints. For these events air travel is,
by some margin, the most significant associated source of carbon emissions. Calculations
by UC Santa Barbara estimate that fully one-third of the entire university’s carbon emis-
sions were accounted for by flights taken by faculty and staff to attend conferences, talks
and meetings.6 The total CO2 released by this activity was equivalent to that of a city of
27,500 people in the Philippines. One climate scientist, Peter Kalmus, calculated that
flying, primarily to conferences and meetings, accounted for more than two-thirds of
his total annual carbon emissions. ‘Hour for hour’, he observed, ‘there’s no better
way to warm the planet than to fly a plane’.7 In response to his findings he was able
to drastically reduce his carbon footprint by stopping flying wherever possible.

A growing awareness of the significant environmental impact of air travel and in
turn the need to minimize it wherever possible has posed a new question for those
seeking to organize academic conferences: is the physical co-presence of attendees
worth the potentially significant collective carbon footprint such attendance will
generate? This calculation is not a simple one. Sam Desiere, in analysing the carbon
footprint of the fourteenth European Association of Agricultural Economists
(EAAE) conference in Ljubljana in 2014, found that just 10 per cent of the conference’s

3 Justine Calma, ‘2019 was the year of “climate emergency” declarations’, The Verge, 27 December 2019, at
www.theverge.com/2019/12/27/21038949/climate-change-2019-emergency-declaration (accessed 23 August
2020).
4 Camilla Hodgson, ‘Hottest decade ever recorded “driven by man-made climate change”’, Financial Times,

15 January 2020, www.ft.com/content/5f4b30ee-36e6-11ea-a6d3-9a26f8c3cba4 (accessed 23 August 2020).
5 BSHS climate policy at www.bshs.org.uk/about-society/climate-policy (accessed 31/08/2020).
6 KenHiltner, ‘A nearly carbon-neutral conference model’,KenHiltner.com, https://hiltner.english.ucsb.edu/

index.php/ncnc-guide (accessed 23 August 2020).
7 Peter Kalmus, ‘A climate scientist who decided not to fly’, Grist, 21 February 2016, https://grist.org/

climate-energy/a-climate-scientist-who-decided-not-to-fly (accessed 23 August 2020).
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646 participants accounted for nearly 50 per cent of total travel-related emissions.8

These were participants travelling from substantially further away – in the most
extreme case from Australia, a flight of some 16,000 kilometres. To minimize the
carbon footprint of academic conferences Desiere proposes a number of potential
steps, including encouraging the use of public transport and restricting the number
of long-distance attendees. Clearly, then, the most important step we can take to
reduce the carbon emissions associated with academic conferences is to reduce their
associated air miles. The need for change is thus most acute for international confer-
ences, which, by virtue of their greater associated air miles, typically have far greater
carbon footprints than national conferences.9

Air miles do not, of course, represent the whole picture when considering carbon
emissions. Every aspect of any kind of academic conference has an associated
carbon footprint, and these should not be ignored. We might consider, for example,
the relative power consumption of overhead projectors typically used during physical
conference presentations and that of the electronic devices used to engage with virtual
conferences. Catering is another area where associated carbon emissions might be
easily reduced, primarily by reducing the associated meat consumption – something
the BSHS has already taken action on by introducing vegetarian catering as standard.
However, these other potential sources of carbon emissions appear negligible when
compared to the emissions produced by even the shortest of flights. Reducing air
travel wherever possible is, therefore, by far the most significant way academic organ-
izations can work to reduce their associated carbon footprint. To this end, academic
conference organizers must engage in a very serious assessment of the value of the
physical co-presence of attendees where that co-presence would be at the cost of any
amount of air travel.
Physical co-presence is evidently not something to which a value can be straightfor-

wardly attached. For conferences held in locations easily accessible by public transport,
and where attendees are drawn from within reasonable non-flying travel distance, the
value of physical co-presence may be weighed more favourably against the carbon foot-
print of a conference. Where associated air miles are higher, however, this equation
becomes harder to balance: to say that physical co-presence is worth the carbon emis-
sions associated with a domestic train journey is one thing, but to suggest it is worth
the emissions produced by a multi-thousand-kilometre round trip by aeroplane is
another entirely.
To this problem of the increasingly unjustifiable carbon footprints of physical aca-

demic conferences, virtual conferences of various forms present themselves as the
obvious solution. Using digital technologies to host and organize conferences, while
by no means totally carbon-neutral, is substantially better than even the smallest and
most localized of physical conferences at which a large number of digital devices

8 Sam Desiere, ‘The carbon footprint of academic conferences: evidence from the 14th EAAE congress in
Slovenia’, EuroChoices (2016) 15, pp. 56–61.
9 There are, of course, significant exceptions to this rule, such as the United States, where internal air travel is

commonplace and, in the absence of alternative modes of relatively low-carbon transport such as high-speed
rail, often necessary.
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would likely be used anyway. Certainly nothing can replace face-to-face interaction, a
fact our collective experience of social isolation during the coronavirus pandemic has
made us perhaps more acutely aware of than ever before, but we believe that digital con-
ferencing has great potential that deserves further exploration.

Thinking about digital conferencing

While we consider the primary benefit of digital conferencing to be negatively defined
(i.e. by the carbon emissions they do not incur compared to physical conferences), we
believe that digital conferencing should not be viewed in purely negative terms (i.e. by
what they are not, which is to say physical conferences). While we may feel regret
at the loss of those elements of physical conferences which digital conferencing cannot
replicate, we must come to terms with the fact that the carbon emissions associated
with physical conferences are, in a time of acute climate crisis, no longer ethically justi-
fiable. To head off this negative framing which would threaten to sap the morale of any
attempts at organization, we instead argue that digital conferencing should be framed
positively, in terms of the exciting opportunities and new kinds of interaction it opens
up, and embraced as a chance to explore and experiment. This optimism should,
however, also be accompanied by a reasoned assessment of the risks and potential prob-
lems associated with this new way of doing things.

An exploration of the opportunities and risks of digital conferencing must first begin
with an assessment of the particularities of digital conferencing itself, its history, and the
particular tools available for it. Here we can make comparisons to physical conferences
to understand the similarities and differences between the two formats. This, in turn, will
allow us to assess the opportunities and risks that digital conferencing represents.

Online forums are complex and often contradictory spaces. They can offer safe spaces
where like-minded people can form communities and share their experiences in a secure
environment. At the same time, they can open people up to unprecedented levels of vit-
riolic abuse and aggression. Here the particularities of a platform must be considered.
Whilst we did not encounter any issues with Twitter ‘trolls’ (a colloquial term for indi-
viduals who intentionally start quarrels on social media) during the BSHS Twitter con-
ference, we were nonetheless aware that this could have been a problem. As an open
platform, any organized activity on Twitter entails the possibility of unwanted attention
from unpleasant individuals or groups of individuals seeking to disrupt and offend.
Twitter has proven itself to be slow and often unwilling to deal with abusive users on
its platform, and offers a limited number of ways (besides blocking, muting and report-
ing) for users to deal with harassment. The systematic harassment of women on Twitter
and the company’s failure to properly address it even drew condemnation from Amnesty
International in 2018, with the organization accusing the platform of ‘failing to respect
women’s rights online’.10 The openness of Twitter is at once its greatest strength and
biggest downside when considering hosting an academic conference on it: any interested

10 Amnesty International, ‘Toxic Twitter: a toxic place for women’, amnesty.org (15March 2018), at www.
amnesty.org/en/latest/research/2018/03/online-violence-against-women-chapter-1 (accessed 23 August 2020).
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user on the platform could join in and engage productively with the conference; just as
easily as a random troll could stumble upon it and attempt to disrupt it with offensive
and abusive posts. Needless to say, the larger and higher-profile the conference itself
the more these both good and bad dimensions of Twitter’s openness are likely to
come into play.
We would acknowledge here that physical conferences are not themselves without

problems, either. The extent of sexual harassment at academic conferences has only
recently begun to be acknowledged and discussed openly, for example, as have both
explicit and implicit forms of racism and other prejudice.11 Digital conferencing does
promise to provide the means to mitigate, prevent and circumvent some of these
issues, but should not be treated as a panacea either. These problems can and will re-
create themselves in a new format, and can only properly be addressed by cultural
shifts within academic organizations and academia as a whole. To take one example,
digital conferences overcome the problem that travelling to physical conferences can
be prohibitively expensive for many prospective attendees. While digital conferences
solve this problem by being available to anyone with a digital device and Internet con-
nectivity, they also create new issues – accessibility becomes instead dependent on the
quality and reliability of the digital devices and Internet connections available to atten-
dees. Similarly, in terms of accessibility, while digital conferences may be far easier
to attend for those with, for instance, mobility difficulties, the format can create new
problems for others. A text-based conference, for example, will be harder to interact
with for those with impaired vision.
One area where digital conferencing does provide undeniable benefits is in inter-

national reach. The global reach of most digital platforms means that conferences
hosted on them can involve a far more diverse and international group of attendees.
This in turn means that the content of presentations and subjects of discussion
becomes more diverse and international, a key goal for contemporary conference pro-
grammes. As discussed above, however, new problems also arise when involving a diver-
sity of international attendees. While digital conferencing removes many barriers to
attendance, it can create new temporal barriers and general complications for organizers.
As attendees can be spread across multiple time zones, the window in which these
overlap at reasonable times of the day becomes smaller and smaller the further away
attendees are from the conference organizers. Likewise, including a more geographically
diverse array of attendees means language must be taken into greater consideration. The
countries in which attendees are situated can also have significant implications for the
digital platform being used: many platforms are subject to censorship and state restric-
tions in various countries, and this situation can change quite rapidly. This is something
which should be closely considered when choosing how to host a digital conference.

11 See Nina M. Flores, ‘Harassment at conferences: will #MeToo momentum translate to real change?’,
Gender and Education (2020) 32, pp. 137–44, on sexual harassment; and Emma Pettit, ‘After racist
incidents mire a conference, classicists point to bigger problems’, Chronicle of Higher Education, 7 January
2019, https://www.chronicle.com/article/after-racist-incidents-mire-a-conference-classicists-point-to-bigger-
problems (accessed 23 August 2020), for a description of how racism manifested during one particular
academic conference.
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The Twittersphere

The use of Twitter for hosting the #BSHSGlobalHist conference was hardly a novel
application of the platform. Much scholarly commentary has already noted the use of
this social media outlet as a so-called ‘conference backchannel’.12 Twitter has predom-
inantly been described as a microblogging service – that is, a variant on blogging that
enables brief updates of up to 280 characters per post (referred to as a ‘tweet’).13 This
microblogging format, as Aqdas Malik, Cassandra Heyman-Schrum and Aditya Johri
state in their reflection on the educational uses of Twitter, facilitates a combination of
information sharing and self-expression.14 Through hashtags (a mechanism that
enables tweets to be classified together through a keyword preceded by the # symbol),
mentions/tagging (referencing another user and linking them to the message through
their username, which always starts with the @ symbol), and replies (a function that
enables another user to respond to a tweet), Twitter can further be employed to form
a dialog and network.15

In the context of standard academic conferencing, these functions provide a secondary
means to connect, network and start a dialog with other conference delegates also using
the platform. The additional benefit of the online medium is that it enables outside par-
ticipation in discussions and engagement beyond conference attendees. Whilst not all
delegates may be engaging with the platform, it has become the norm for conferences
to have a Twitter hashtag to facilitate discussions, knowledge sharing and networking
external to – but also in relation to – the conference. Though the hashtag may be
engaged with by the conference organizers, the impetus for this form of engagement is
largely left to the attendees’ discretion and the discussions are generally unmoderated.
Hence the Twittersphere forms a backchannel in which networking and discussions
can take place amongst individuals both internal and external to the conference.

The use of Twitter as the primary mode of conferencing, rather than simply a back-
channel, provides a complicated – an in many ways an unique – set of benefits and chal-
lenges. There is much literature that explores the negative dimensions to academic
twitter use. Malik, Heyman-Schrum and Johri, for example, summarized some of
these as inappropriate usage, reputational risk, issues associated with content, and per-
sonal privacy.16 Being an open and public platform, unless an account is private (where
an individual’s tweets can only be viewed by their followers and cannot be shared by

12 For instance, Royce Kimmons and George Veletsianos, ‘Education scholars’ evolving use of twitter as a
conference backchannel and social commentary platform’, British Journal of Educational Technology (2016)
47, pp. 445–64, 446; Rosie Jones and Emily Shields, ‘Using games to disrupt the conference Twittersphere’,
Research in Learning Technology (2018) 26, pp. 1–10, 1.
13 Shirley Williams, Melissa Terras and Claire Warwick, ‘What do people study when they study Twitter?

Classifying Twitter related academic papers’, Journal of Documentation (2013) 69, pp. 386–7; Jeffrey
Carpenter and Daniel Krutka, ‘Engagement through microblogging: educator professional development via
Twitter’, Professional Development in Education (2015) 41, pp. 707–28.
14 Aqdas Malik, Cassandra Heyman-Schrum and Aditya Johri, ‘Use of Twitter across educational settings:

a review of the literature’, International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education (2019) 16,
pp. 1–22, 2.
15 Malik, Heyman-Schrum and Johri, op. cit. (14), pp. 1–2; Kimmons and Veletsianos, op. cit. (12), p. 450.
16 Malik, Heyman-Schrum and Johri, op. cit. (14), p. 2.
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another user), anybody can view and engage with tweets. Thus there is an element of risk
both to an academic’s reputation and to personal privacy depending on what is shared
on the social media platform. Furthermore, not everyone who views the tweets necessar-
ily engages with the messages. It is possible on Twitter for individuals to ‘lurk’; that is, to
view tweets without replying, liking or retweeting (which reposts the tweet in its entirety
on the individual’s own timeline).17 Consequently, it is impossible for the tweet’s author
to be fully aware of who is viewing their posts since users only provide an identifiable
presence upon active engagement. The content of the tweets themselves can also
provide issues if, for example, images used are under copyright, or the short character
limit results in the message being misconstrued or possibly misrepresented if retweeted
or in comments – and, as noted, the problem of potential trolling is ever-present.
The complications of academic Twitter use are further compounded by what Rosie

Jones and Emily Shields refer to as ‘overlapping social contexts’.18 Scholarly use of
Twitter varies between formal and informal applications, with use of the medium
being employed in both professional and personal capacities. In fact, in their review of
the literature surrounding conference backchannels, Royce Kimmons and George
Veletsianos state that large-scale surveys indicate that the most prevalent mode of
Twitter use was a combination of both.19 Whilst this in and of itself is not detrimental
to the use of Twitter for conferencing, it is an important facet of the medium’s use
that must be taken into account. Clearly, the potenial presence of family and friends
might affect how those participating would engage on a purely digital platform.
So, while a Twitter conference may be beneficial in relation to strengthening inter-

national ties and reducing air travel, it presents its own set of issues that must be consid-
ered and –where possible –mitigated. That said, we still believe that Twitter does
provide the opportunity to network and share research in an alternative format to the
standard conference.

How did it work?

Embracing the novelty of using Twitter to host a conference, we decided to extend the
tweet format to the abstract-submission process as well as the day itself. Instead of the
standard abstract, submissions were in the form of a tweet with a maximum length of
280 characters and an optional accompanying image. Whilst the short abstract length
made it more difficult to assess the submissions, it provided two useful benchmarks.
First, it provided those applying with an opportunity to try and condense their research
for this new format ahead of the conference itself. Second, it gave a means to determine
how successful they were in this endeavour.
The format of the papers themselves then consisted of six to twelve tweets, each num-

bered and containing the conference hashtag #BSHSGlobalHist, that were connected as

17 Suzan Koseoglu, ‘Open and networked scholarship’, in Chris Rowell (ed.), Social Media in Higher
Education: Case Studies, Reflections and Analysis, Cambridge: Open Book Publishers, 2019, pp. 61–9, 67.
18 Jones and Shields, op. cit. (12), p. 1.
19 Kimmons and Veletsianos, op. cit. (12), p. 447.
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‘threads’ (replying to oneself on Twitter creates a ‘thread’ or series of linked tweets that
can be read together by the viewer). Speakers were allowed to use any Twitter-compat-
ible visual elements alongside their body tweets – such as GIFs, photographs and videos –
providing they were accessible to those who are colour-blind or visually impaired. Any
tweet using visual elements, therefore, utilized image descriptions (for which twitter
allows a maximum of 420 characters), audio transcripts and well-contrasted colours
for images conveying information through colour.

On a practical level the conference programme was determined not by thematic
content, but rather the time zone of each speaker. This was a conference that in
essence could be attended from home, and its digital nature meant that speakers
fit the conference around their daily work, family and social commitments rather
than taking time out specifically for the event. Unlike a normal conference, in which
speakers would travel and for the most part be committing to attend the entire confer-
ence period, participants could ‘opt in and out’ around their own commitments.
Consideration for timings took into account not only geographic location but teaching
commitments, childcare and other factors. Formulating a programme that took this
into account, therefore, required substantial dialogue between the organizational
committee and the speakers in order to find a suitable programme that worked for
all those involved.

Due to the scale of the conference, we deemed it easier to tweet the papers from the
official BSHS account (@BSHSNews) rather than requesting that speakers tweet their
own papers at set times and the BSHS retweeting. Consequently, the papers were collated
prior to the conference to enable them to be tweeted live on the day. There are sites avail-
able that enable the scheduling of individual tweets beforehand, including Tweetdeck
and Hootsuite. However, there is no free service that allows the scheduling of
‘threads’ of tweets. Therefore we tweeted the papers for the BSHS Twitter conference
live on the day.

The day itself began with ‘housekeeping’ tweets from the official BSHS Twitter
account, which linked to relevant policies and information – in particular the social
media guidelines and the equality and diversity statement of the BSHS (Figures 1 and 2).
From then on, each paper was tweeted at fifteen-minute intervals, with the intervening
time being for questions. However, the benefit of using twitter meant that questions
were not limited to the window allocated for them. Speakers were linked to their
papers through mentions, and as a result were able to see the questions and comments
relating to their tweets on their personal accounts. This meant that, as Harriet
Palfreyman commented in one tweet, there was ‘more time to digest fascinating work
like this than traditional (rushed) conference Q & As’.20 Consequently, once a paper
had been tweeted, questions could continue to be asked throughout the rest of the day
and possibly even after the conference had ended.

20 Harriet Palfreyman (@hjpalfreyman), 12 February 2020, Fabulous and thoughtful stuff from
@Michaelaclarkba at the #BSHSGlobalHist twitter conference. I love a format which allows for more time
to digest fascinating work like this than traditional (rushed) conference Q&As! EMBEDDED TWEET:
https://twitter.com/BSHSNews/status/1227508893783330816 [Tweet], retrieved from https://twitter.com/
hjpalfreyman/status/1227548622713126912.
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The conference ran for fourteen hours continuously and the organizing committee
worked in shifts during the conference itself. We were split into two teams, the first
being responsible for the live tweeting of speakers’ papers and the second acting as mod-
erators. Since any Twitter user could engage with conference content, it was important to
keep an eye on the discussions and report any ‘trolling’ (aggressive behaviour) in order to
keep the conference an open and friendly space. Participants could follow the conference
either from the BSHS Twitter account directly or via the conference hashtag, asking
questions through the ‘reply’ function of Twitter. Since the speakers were tagged into
their corresponding threads, notifications of these replies would be received by both
the committee and the speakers. The benefit of the notifications meant that any questions

Figure 1. Opening tweet from the BSHS account launching the BSHS Twitter conference.
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not asked in the fifteen-minute window provided following the tweeting of the papers
could still be answered at a later time.

How did it go?

The #BSHSGlobalHist conference was far from the first attempt to provide a purely digital
conference. Utilizing the thread function of Twitter had previously been exploited for a
novel and engaging research-sharing format. In January 2018, for instance, the
Underpinnings Museum held a successful conference through Twitter.21 The BSHS confer-
ence, however, aimed to build on these smaller conferences with a larger, international-scale
version that engaged with multiple time zones and scholars from around the world.

Figure 2. ‘Housekeeping’ tweet from the BSHS account sharing links to appropriate guidelines for
those participating in the conference.

21 More information on this conference can be found on their website at https://underpinningsmuseum.com/
archive-twitter-conference-12-01-18.
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In this goal, the society’s first ever digital conference did have contributions from
around the world. From the call for abstracts, submissions were received from twelve
different countries. Unsurprisingly given the UK base of the BSHS, the UK accounted
for just under half of all those who presented at the conference. However, submissions
were aso received from a range of countries, including – but not limited to – the USA,
Australia, Qatar, Turkey, Estonia, the Netherlands and Portugal.
The conference was advertised using the same vehicles used to promote standard

BSHS conferences in the past: mailing lists to members of the society; the BSHS
website; specialist mailing lists in the history of science, medicine and technology; and
social media platforms, such as Twitter and Facebook. In an attempt to reach a more
international demographic, the society’s ambassadors (PGR representatives in univer-
sities around the world) and international advisers were also asked to promote the
event to their respective institutions. In the feedback from speakers – of which nineteen
responded out of the thirty-three who participated – 68.4 per cent discovered the call for

Figure 3. Feedback from BSHS Twitter conference speakers regarding how they heard about the
conference initially.

Figure 4. Response from the feedback questionnaire to speakers about whether they were a member
of the BSHS. Some 42.1 per cent of respondents were members of the BSHS, 10.5 per cent were
former members and 47.4 per cent had heard of the society but had never been a member.
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abstracts on the very platform on which the conference itself would take place (Figure 3).
Additionally, by promoting the event through the same channels as a standard confer-
ence, the speakers were still all at least aware of the society, if not a member or
former member (Figure 4). Some 36.8 per cent of respondents had previously presented
at a BSHS conference, and a further 21.1 per cent had attended a conference organized
by the society before. When asked why they decided to take part in the conference, the
majority of respondents echoed sentiments similar to the initial motivation behind this
new approach: the novelty, the apparently low carbon footprint and the international
nature of Twitter.

Although the call for abstracts asked what languages the speakers wished to tweet
their papers in, the call itself was only in English and the reach in an international
sphere was likely hindered by not sharing more through international channels.
Despite this, the BSHS Twitter conference was still the first that the authors are
aware of to attempt such a conference on an international scale and still had contribu-
tions from eight time zones (ranging from GMT–8 to GMT+11). In order to factor

Figure 5. Example of one of the conference-adjacent discussions that took place.

Forum: New Perspectives 567

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007087420000485
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Carnegie Mellon University, on 06 Apr 2021 at 00:56:10, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007087420000485
https://www.cambridge.org/core


in these timings, the conference itself ran continuously for fourteen hours from 07:00
GMT.
The day itself garnered much engagement on Twitter. According to the platform’s

own metrics, the reach (or ‘impressions’ as referred to by Twitter) on the day of the con-
ference from the BSHS accounts tweeting the event was over 309,000. There were also a
total of 601 retweets, 4,000 likes and 700 replies. These figures only relate to engage-
ment with tweets from the BSHS and exclude those from other accounts using the

Figure 6. Example of one of the science, technology, engineering and medicine stamps (or
#STEMstamps) shared in the discussions of the conference.
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conference hashtag to participate in the conference but not replying to the BSHS tweets
directly.

When Twitter becomes the official channel rather than a backchannel, this does not
prevent a second backchannel developing on the same platform. Unlike standard confer-
encing where the conference has a hashtag for unofficial backchannelling, the Twitter
conference only had the primary hashtag. However, discussions through the reply func-
tion and unofficial hashtags developed organically alongside the main questions-and-
answers functionality. One of the unexpected conference-adjacent discussions that
arose was on the topic of science-, technology-, engineering- and medicine-themed
postage stamps (under the hashtag #STEMstamps) (Figures 5 and 6).

Lessons learnt

The utilization of Twitter as the main mode of conferencing, rather than simply a back-
channel, presented a number of unexpected challenges and considerations. Four main
lessons can be learnt from this experience.

Most importantly, the BSHS Twitter account was suddenly ‘shadow banned’ by
Twitter itself around 14:00 GMT on the day of the conference. This probably happened
because an unexpectedly large number of tweets suddenly coming at regular intervals
from the same account triggered Twitter’s spam filters. But since Twitter does not
inform the user when it does this, this meant that while everything appeared to be
working from the perspective of those of us using the @BSHSNews account, no other
user could see the threads that had been tweeted.22 Once we realized what had hap-
pened, we were able to tweet the remainder of the conference from the BSHS
Outreach and Engagement Committee account (@BSHSOutreach), and the threads
did become accessible once the ban was reversed – again automatically – the following
day. However, this was a serious inconvenience that impacted the engagement with
the papers on the day (particularly those tweeted around the instigation of the ban).
Unfortunately, avoiding this problem for any future similar conferences will be challen-
ging unless Twitter itself provides clearer guidance on what triggers a ‘shadow ban’ –
though having multiple accounts available for similarly large-scale events will mitigate
it to some extent. A second option to avoid a shadow ban would be to have speakers
tweet from their personal accounts and retweet on the official conference Twitter
account.

This brings us to the second major lesson we learnt. Deciding whether it is more ideal
for a particular conference to tweet from a single account or retweet personal accounts is
a decision that must be taken early in the process. Speakers tweeting the papers from
their personal accounts does reduce the amount of work for organizers and gives
researchers greater control. From the perspective of the organizers, however, it makes
it harder to troubleshoot any technical issues with uploading tweets. On the other
hand, tweeting from a single organizational account enables greater control and

22 A basic summary of shadow banning and a search function to determine whether an account has been
banned in this manner can be found at https://shadowban.eu.
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oversight for organizers. It may also provide more of a level playing field for early-career
researchers: all tweets initially appear from the same official account with the same
primary audience and little explicit indication of career stage, specialism or experience.
Tweeting from an official account would therefore democratize the papers to some
extent and enable greater reach for those tweeting from personal accounts with small
numbers of followers. But using a single account imposes a major burden on the organ-
izers, who must do all the live tweeting (as well as raising the issue of shadow
banning). One way to alleviate this burden would be to create a standard form on
which participants could submit their tweets ahead of the conference. We made the
mistake of asking simply that tweets should be numbered and contain the conference
hashtag. We did not consider that there are multiple different ways of numbering
tweets, and as a result spent considerable time editing submissions to ensure consistent
numbering and format.
Our third lesson also relates to the administrative burden borne by the organizers. We

decided that the papers for our conference should be tweeted continuously throughout
the single-day conference, thereby maximizing the number of ‘speakers’ we could
include in a time frame already extended to accommodate multiple time zones.
However, in hindsight, it would have been better to include breaks, as is standard in
physical-presence conferences. We had assumed that our audiences would ‘dip’ in and
out around their own commitments and that they would fit breaks in to suit themselves.
A shift rota was used for the organizers, so that individuals could take breaks while
maintaining live tweets and technical support from the committee as a whole.
However, the reality of participant engagement exceeded our expectations as many
people stayed active for the duration. Consequently, it is advisable for future conferences
of this style to include breaks for those wishing to remain online for the full conference.
Finally, our intent was to adopt a global perspective – hence our efforts to encompass

multiple time zones and to offer the option of tweeting in languages other than English.
However, no one took up this latter option. More work is therefore needed to provide a
firm foundation for international online conferencing. To increase accessibility and reach
wider audiences in future, a starting point would be to share the call for abstracts in mul-
tiple languages as well as promotion through more international channels.

Reflections on #BSHSGlobalHist

In comparison to a traditional conference, the BSHS Twitter conference was of a much
smaller scope. Given the way in which tweets are posted, parallel sessions are not prac-
tical as it would make it confusing to follow. Consequently, the amount of content that
can be included is less for the same span of time. Additionally, a big part of standard con-
ferences is the networking opportunities it provides. Whilst tweeting and discussing in
replies could be construed as a form of networking, it is far more limited than what
can be attained through face-to-face socializing.
That said, the use of an online platform meant that our papers were much more open

to the incorporation of digital elements (oral-history interviews, for example) than a
standard conference could support. It also opened up new ways to communicate,
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allowing participants to provide direct links to resources as part of discussions rather
than simply referring to them. One speaker even had their paper tweeted whilst they
were teaching a seminar so their students could engage with the conference, which
would otherwise not be possible with in-person formats. The period for asking questions
or having discussions was also not as time-limited, as people could go back and reread
things or dedicate more time to digesting the information before asking questions as the
period of engagement extended beyond the paper’s allocated conference slot.

Additionally, the use of Twitter meant that a different kind of etiquette was needed, in
comparison to in-person events. While communicating using social media platforms like
Twitter has its drawbacks, it also enabled and encouraged a more informal style of inter-
action, even between individuals who had not met before. The lack of face-to-face inter-
action created a sphere in which it is the acceptable norm to communicate directly
through replies and including Twitter handles with relative strangers in a casual
manner. For instance, GIFs, memes and emojis were used frequently throughout the con-
ference between participants.

Employing digital media further allowed the BSHS to interact with individuals who
would not normally attend the annual conference. Some 52.6 per cent of speakers
who replied to our follow-up questionnaire had never taken part in any of the society’s
activities prior to the event (including applying for funding or publishing in the BJHS or
Viewpoint). Thus by employing an online platform for events, the society expanded their
remit of engagement with audiences who would not have otherwise participated in a
BSHS conference.

Nevertheless, when deciding to organize a conference on an online platform rather
than in person, we were forced to reflect on some fundamental questions: what is a trad-
itional conference? Why do we do them? What do we get out of them? What opportun-
ities do they afford? What inequalities and harms might they reinforce? In embracing
online platforms as a medium for conferencing and other forms of academic interaction,
it has become increasingly important to consider questions of these sorts. Only by doing
so can we determine whether and how digital platforms like Twitter can be utilized to
serve the academic community.

In terms of reducing carbon footprint, the conference was undeniably tremendously
successful. Compared to a physical conference, the carbon emissions associated with
the #BSHSGlobalHist conference were negligible. The small scale of associated carbon
emissions is all the more impressive when the diversity of attendees is considered. The
open, online nature of the conference meant that we could accept attendees from all
over the world, from Australia to Qatar to Canada. The fact that the conference was
free to attend reduced barriers to involvement tremendously, though national restric-
tions on access to Twitter did limit the pool of possible attendees (perhaps most signifi-
cantly possible attendees from China). At the same time, our acceptance of global
attendees still had an imperceptible impact on the carbon emissions associated with
the conference – contrast this with the tremendous carbon footprint made by an in-
person conference that included attendees from all over the world.

In terms of the kinds and quality of interaction the conference itself involved, we
believe that they could be considered neither superior nor inferior to a physical
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conference. They were simply different. We would consider video conferencing to be
more directly comparable with physical conferences, while Twitter conferencing is so dif-
ferent in its structure and the interactions it involves that comparison is a pointless
endeavour. In our experience, we found many aspects of how Twitter shaped interac-
tions to be very positive: the asynchronicity of communications allowed conversations
to break out, flow and sprawl across vastly different time spans. We also felt that the
textual nature of communications had a significant levelling effect, erasing or at least
backgrounding many markers of difference that could otherwise inhibit open and con-
ducive discussion. We found everyone to be very open and amicable, with numerous pro-
ductive discussions breaking out from each presentation that were able to continue
uninterrupted by any time constraints. The number of time zones across which partici-
pants were spread meant that some were unable to practically engage in real time with
some presentations, but, again, the asynchronous nature of communications on Twitter
meant they could pick up a conversation with a presenter just as easily the following day.

Conclusion: not a conference, but something else …

There exists a vast and still largely unexplored potential for digital conferencing. In our
own experiences hosting #BSHSGlobalHist we explored only some of the ways that a
conference can be organized on just one platform. We learnt a great deal, both about
what works and about what does not, and encountered much that was unexpected,
both good and bad. In this article, we have provided readers with some insight into
our own experiences, from which they might extract useful lessons, and find inspiration.
We believe that in sharing our knowledge and experiences in this way, we can work col-
lectively to make our digital conferences better. At the same time, we do not want these
lessons to become dogma: to restrict or inhibit experimentation. Just as digital conferen-
cing should not be beholden to the traditions of physical conferences, so too should
future approaches to digital conferencing not be inhibited by the experiences of the
past. To this end, we would question whether it might be useful to reject the term ‘con-
ference’ itself as overly restrictive, and instead embrace a heterogeneity of approaches
with more descriptive names that signal this variance and innovation. An abandonment
of any pretensions of mimicking physical conferences would, we believe, also signal to
those involved that the objective is to develop new approaches, to play and innovate,
and so encourage them to engage with this process. One description proposed for our
event was a ‘research share’, and we feel this provides a more accurate description
than ‘conference’ ever could.
While we argue for viewing digital conferences as different, rather than judging them

as inferior or superior to physical conferences, we want to emphasize that there are two
closely related areas where digital conferences do have very substantial advantages. The
first is in their associated carbon emissions. While there is no perfect zero-carbon method
of organizing conferences, the elimination of all kinds of associated travel, especially air
travel, means that digital conferences have drastically reduced carbon footprints. The
second is their capacity for international involvement. By removing the requirement of
physical travel for attendance, the pool of potential attendees for a digital conference
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is effectively global. This allows digital conferences to be far more international in their
make-up than physical conferences, therefore inviting a greater diversity of contributors.
By reducing the cost of attendance for those with the necessary equipment and service/
infrastructure to effectively nothing, digital conferences also open themselves up to
people who would otherwise have been unable to personally afford or secure funding
to attend.

The climate crisis has prompted us all to consider the carbon footprints associated
with the various activities that are taken for granted as essential elements of how aca-
demia functions. In compelling us to reappraise these practices in light of their climate
impact, it has in turn led us to ask more fundamental questions about these practices
as well. The need to minimize carbon-intensive air travel in academic activity has led
us to reconsider the value of physical conferences. Consequently, we have been com-
pelled to ask questions about the practice of conferencing itself: what is its purpose?
What is the real value of physical co-presence?

Afterword: COVID-19

We conceived and executed this conference before coronavirus, and thus in a very differ-
ent world where we made no considerations for how a viral pandemic might impact aca-
demia and conferencing more broadly. Since then digitally mediated communications
have become more important than ever before in our lives, and digital conferencing
has become a daily experience for many teachers and researchers. We decided not to
address COVID-19 in the body of this article as we wanted to present our thinking as
it had been at the time, when none of us were even considering what turned out to be
right round the corner. Nonetheless, we believe that all of our original arguments in
favour of digital conferencing still stand – the need to minimize the risk of contagion
is just another added reason.

Forum: New Perspectives 573

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007087420000485
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. Carnegie Mellon University, on 06 Apr 2021 at 00:56:10, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007087420000485
https://www.cambridge.org/core

	Outline placeholder
	Why digital conferencing?
	Tackling the climate emergency
	Thinking about digital conferencing
	The Twittersphere
	How did it work?
	How did it go?
	Lessons learnt
	Reflections on #BSHSGlobalHist
	Conclusion: not a conference, but something else …
	Afterword: COVID-19


