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Introduction
Having a good online presence is clearly desirable for many reasons in our field – making our 
research accessible, developing new connections with the work of others, testing out new 
ideas and even creating new platforms for publication and discussion. Some platforms are also 
excellent for responding to unfolding events in real time. But the practice of being an online 
academic can also be extremely time-consuming, neurosis-inducing and – if done badly – may 
have a negative effect on your professional standing. The last of these pitfalls is rare – the previous 
two are much, much more common. Moreover, for those in the job market or starting a career, 
the online presence won’t get you a job without the traditionally-published research there to 
back it up – but it will certainly help get you and your work known in your field. As such, there’s 
a trade-off between the time spent building up the research and the time spent developing the 
online presence. 

This brief guide will work through the three main different kinds of online presence for academics 
in politics and international studies, in increasing order of the potential demands they can make, 
discussing the benefits and pitfalls of each. We begin with personal webpages, before moving 
onto blogging and Twitter/Facebook. 

Should I have a personal webpage?
Yes, you should have a personal webpage. The real question is, what kind? The choices here 
are effectively three: institutional, social network (e.g. academia.edu), and personally-managed 
webspace. 

Some institutions have detailed and well-organised webpages for their staff and research 
students, which allow you to link to online copies of work and profile your interests and teaching. 
These are ‘static’, meaning that content is not updated very often, but they will often be the first 
port of call if someone is trying to look up your work. If your institution does not provide this, you 
should encourage them to do so. This is a very low-maintenance option, but the downside of this 
is that it probably won’t get updated very often. In addition, you’ll have little control over any extra 
content that you might want to add. 

Instead, or often as well as this, many academics have an ‘academia.edu’ personal webpage on 
a social network. This is a very good, and relatively low-maintenance platform that allows you to 
upload your research easily (you’ll have to check licensing agreements with published work), and 
a wider range of materials (if you like), such as talks or your CV, but also allows you to be contacted 
by anyone in the network, and connects people based on their research interests. It will also 
generate interesting statistics about where your website is being viewed from and what kinds of 
relevant searches happen online. You might want to think about what exactly goes up there – I 
tend not to put anything too draft-like up, but decent conference papers and ‘open’ versions of 
published work are there. With a small investment in set-up time, this is probably the most useful 
of the personal webpage options in terms of curating your own presence. 

Yet, for the more committed, more ambitious, or those with more material, a personally-built 
custom webpage might appeal. These can either be hosted on free popular blogging platforms 
such as wordpress.com, or you can buy your own domain name and register with another website-
hosting company for around £5 a month. This will give you more aesthetic flexibility, allow you to 
integrate a twitter feed or user stats, and will stay with you if you move institutions. Have a look for 
Saskia Sassen or Martin Coward as examples of how these might look at different career stages. 
Depending on how you manage these, they are a slightly higher investment to set-up but may 
prove more appealing than the academia.edu webpage. The advantage of the latter is the social 
networking element, although a well-visited personally-run website can also be integrated into 
social media platforms and thus become more dynamic.

http://www.saskiasassen.com/
www.martincoward.net
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To summarise, you should get your work online somehow on a personal webpage. More people 
will read it, and, crucially, they will understand your research profile as a whole rather than within 
the context of a standalone journal article or book chapter. This might open up some interesting 
and unexpected doors in terms of collaboration and research – it certainly has done for many. 

Ok, I have a webpage now. Should I blog?
It depends. You need to think about: i) why you want to blog; ii) what to blog about; iii) how to 
do it; iv) where to do it and v) how often to do it. If the answers are because you think you should, 
everything you know about, at length, everywhere and all the time, then you are probably doing 
it wrong, or at least having very little sleep and very few friends. 

Let’s start instead with the question of why. 

Academics have lots of different motivations for blogging. For some it is a way to summarise 
research published elsewhere in a more accessible form, and to get people to know their ‘formal’ 
research. For others, it is the opportunity to comment on current events, things that they have 
read, workshops they have been to, thoughts they have been thinking – in short an outlet for 
thinking out loud to a potentially engaged audience, on matters of mutual interest. Others will 
use blogs to think about the boundaries between interests and activities connected with their 
intellectual lives – art, literature and politics being a notable one, but another key one is the 
activist/academic crossover. Some blog as part of regular commentary for big news outlets, 
which is a more formalised space, and edited by others. Others maintain very issue-specific blogs 
targeted at a specialist audience. Some will only blog very occasionally when feeling especially 
provoked by an intellectual or political development. 

The key thing is that there are lots of good but entirely different reasons to blog as academics. 
These shape different blogging practices. Some individuals have invested heavily in issue-specific 
blogs over the years, which now have sizeable followings and reputations as news/comment sites 
(see Justice in Conflict). Other collective blogs host a range of posts (Crooked Timber; Duck 
of Minerva), and sometimes academic forums (The Disorder of Things). More institutionally-
developed blogs are also appearing, such as that launched by International Studies Quarterly. 
A helpful hint for those thinking of blogging would be to try to write a guest post for a relevant 
existing blog before investing heavily in setting up your own. Blog-writing is its own skill – and 
not one that comes easily to all. Blog editors are often grateful for solid, relevant timely content, 
so don’t be shy about approaching them unless the blog is exclusively personal. But, as with all 
other publishing, don’t over-promise, keep to your deadlines and give it a good read-over before 
going out. Because blogging is not only about prose, but pictures, videos and other visual stimuli, 
you should think carefully about these. In addition, if you don’t plan to blog that often, but do 
want to engage occasionally, think about contributing to a collective blog more regularly than 
setting up your own. 

Blogging can be a fantastic way of developing yourself as a writer, engaging with ongoing 
debates or new audiences, and drawing attention to worthy and interesting things happening in 
the world. However, it can be a relatively serious commitment, both if you’re good at it (because 
you’ll end up doing it more) and if you’re less good at it (because it’ll take longer). Approach it 
with caution, and think about the investment you’ll make carefully. Read a few different kinds of 
blogs regularly for some time to get a feel for what they do and think about the effect on you as 
a reader. Also, if you’ve got something really substantial to say, think about whether it might work 
better as a short academic article instead or as well. 

http://justiceinconflict.org/
http://crookedtimber.org/
http://duckofminerva.com/
http://duckofminerva.com/
http://thedisorderofthings.com/
http://www.isanet.org/Publications/ISQ/Symposia
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So it might be worth blogging. What about Twitter and 
Facebook?
Again, it depends. Unlike with blogging, content is extremely short and relatively ephemeral on 
Twitter, and to a lesser degree on Facebook. This can be an advantage as well as disadvantage. You 
may have already found with one or other of these that you have developed semi-professional 
networks of interest already through following particular people, joining particular groups or 
connecting with colleagues or friends you have met at conferences. If you’re not on these networks, 
they can be useful ways of keeping in touch with people, events or issues through groups and 
hashtags. Certain academics have developed strong reputations as useful news sources (see @
texasinafrica) filtering through the mainstream media; others enjoy sharing moments or humour 
or outrage that nonetheless resonate professionally. It is possible to engage in these relatively 
passively, using them as a source of news, or participate more enthusiastically. In particular, 
Twitter can be a way of quickly reaching a much wider audience, especially if someone with a lot 
of followers re-tweets something you have shared, or if you are commenting on a popular topic. 

Of all of the potentially time-consuming online activities that one can engage in as an academic, 
however, these forms of social networking are potentially the most lethal – particularly as quick-
fire controversies or short quips can develop into ongoing and involved conversations. Whilst 
these may be rewarding and enlightening, they may also become quite consuming, repetitive 
and distracting. You may also find that the things that you want to say are not necessarily fitted for 
the format, and you might well be better off blogging or writing something more formal instead 
if you want to respond in a more satisfying manner. 

Conclusion
Whilst having a basic, static online presence in terms of a well-maintained and useful webpage is 
increasingly a ‘must’ for academics, the rest – in terms of blogging and other social media – should 
really be a matter of personal choice. Some people find it easy and useful to integrate multiple 
platforms into their working day; others find it creates more heat than light and is a distraction. 
As we better develop our public and community engagement skills, having a more interactive 
and dynamic online presence may increasingly become important, and this will be something 
we continue to think about. But like all tools, online publishing and comment platforms will only 
be as good as the uses to which we put them. 


