
RESEARCH

CORRESPONDING AUTHOR:
Cinzia Daraio

Department of Computer, 
Control and Management 
Engineering “Antonio Ruberti” 
(DIAG), Sapienza University 
of Rome, Via Ariosto, 25, 
I 0085 Rome, Italy

daraio@diag.uniroma1.it

KEYWORDS:
Research Evaluation; 
Altmetrics; Inequality in 
Science; Democratization of 
Evaluation

TO CITE THIS ARTICLE:
Daraio, C. (2021). Altmetrics 
as an Answer to the Need for 
Democratization of Research 
and Its Evaluation. Journal of 
Altmetrics, 4(1): 5. DOI: https://
doi.org/10.29024/joa.43

ABSTRACT
In the evaluation of research, the same unequal structure present in the production 
of research is reproduced. Despite a few very productive researchers (in terms of 
papers and citations received), there are also few researchers who are involved in the 
research evaluation process (in terms of being editorial board members of journals or 
reviewers). To produce a high number of papers and receive many citations and to be 
involved in the evaluation of research papers, you need to be in the minority of giants 
who have high productivity and more scientific success. As editorial board members 
and reviewers, we often find the same minority of giants. In this paper, we apply an 
economic approach to interpret recent trends in research evaluation and derive a new 
interpretation of Altmetrics as a response to the need for democratization of research 
and its evaluation. In this context, the majority of pygmies can participate in evaluation 
with Altmetrics, whose use is more democratic, that is, much wider and open to all.
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1. INTRODUCTION
We live in a society of evaluation (Dahler-Larsen 2011; Gläser & Whitley 2007). Researchers are 
evaluated for everything and in every aspect. We observe a massive use of metrics to evaluate 
individuals (Schubert & Schubert 2019; Wildgaard 2019), even when these metrics are not 
appropriate (Ruocco et al. 2017). The mantra of ‘impact or perish’ (Biagioli & Lippman 2020) 
has recently been added to the widespread culture of ‘publish or perish’ (Fanelli 2020). All this 
leads to what was emblematically called in Muller’s (2018) book, ‘The tyranny of metrics’.

The assessment of research activity involves different steps related to the assessment process, 
including setting criteria and formation of judgments. Assessment is also complicated by the 
quantification of data and data processing for use in different contexts and for different purposes 
(Carson 2020; Daraio & Glänzel 2016), including process monitoring, input-output monitoring, 
and ex-ante and ex-post evaluation. In this case, there is a need to specify standards and rules 
for metadata definition and quantification (for additional details and references, see Daraio & 
Glänzel 2016). It seems that the need for ‘a clear and unambiguous terminology and specific 
standards’ (Glänzel 1996: 176) is still relevant and timely today.

De Solla Price (1963: 59) highlighted the intrinsic inequality of scientific productivity, a sort of 
undemocratic nature inherent in scientific production, stating,

About this process there is the same sort of essential, built-in undemocracy that gives 
us a nation of cities rather than a country steadily approximating a state of uniform 
population density. Scientists tend to congregate in fields, in institutions, in countries, 
and in the use of certain journals. They do not spread out uniformly, however 
desirable that may or may not be. In particular, the growth is such as to keep 
relatively constant the balance between the few giants and the mass of pygmies. 
The number of giants grows so much more slowly than the entire population that 
there must be more and more pygmies per giant, deploring their own lack of stature 
and wondering why it is that neither man nor nature pushes us toward egalitarian 
uniformity.

Altmetrics, or alternative metrics, refer to alternative indicators (alternative with respect to 
the traditional count of citations received) to measure the impact of scholarly research on 
science and society using social media platforms (Priem et al. 2010). Altmetrics include 
but are not limited to downloads, as they refer also to readership, and diffusion and reuse 
indicators that can be tracked via blogs, social media, peer production systems, or collaborative 
annotation tools, such as social bookmarking and reference management services. Proponents 
of Altmetrics (Priem et al. 2010, 2012) view traditional metrics, peer review, citation counting, 
and journal impact factors as no longer adequate means of ascertaining the value of academic 
work and as a way to filter only the most significant and relevant material from the huge 
volume of academic literature produced. This is because the amount of material produced 
has increased and academic communication has moved online (Priem et al. 2010). Altmetrics 
are able to measure the impact at the journal-article level as evidenced by activity on 
social media, as well as the impact measured by examining other relevant research results. 
Traditional metrics have generally dealt with journals or articles and have not measured other 
meaningful research results, such as blog posts, presentations, datasets, and other important 
academic communications. Altmetrics offer the ability to uncover new impact insights that 
were previously impossible to obtain. Altmetrics are faster compared to traditional metrics that 
rely on journal citation counts and impact factors.

Altmetrics were introduced at a time of great turmoil in research and its evaluation. Nielsen 
(2012) describes the open science revolution that is happening in the era of networked science. 
Floridi (2014) shows how the developments in information and communication technologies 
have brought new opportunities as well as new challenges for human development and have 
led to the ‘fourth revolution’, according to which ‘we are now slowly accepting the idea that 
we might be informational organisms among many agents…, inforgs not so dramatically 
different from clever, engineered artefacts, but sharing with them a global environment that is 
ultimately made of information, the infosphere’.

In Daraio (2019), we described this state as a period equivalent to the Middle Ages, that is, a 
historical epoch of transition from the ancient age of evaluation to the modern one. One of the 
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key elements of this transition is the shift of the focus of evaluation from research production 
to its impact (Hill 2016).

Within this context, some relevant questions emerge: Why do scholars spend their time on 
Altmetrics-related activities? What is the meaning of Altmetrics? Although Altmetrics were 
introduced more than 10 years ago, still little is known about them today, despite several 
attempts proposed in the literature.

In this paper, we contribute to the existing literature, proposing a new interpretation of 
Altmetrics’ meaning. By applying the economics of democracy (Acemoglu & Robinson 2006), 
we show that Altmetrics may be conceived of as an answer to the need for democratization of 
research and its evaluation.

The next section describes the main aim and contribution of the paper. The following section 
outlines existing related literature. Section 4 introduces the economics of democracy and 
applies it to the context of evaluation of research. Section 5 illustrates results. The last section 
discusses and concludes the paper.

2. MAIN AIM AND CONTRIBUTION
The introduction of Altmetrics has resulted in intense research into their nature and the 
potential and limitations offered by these new metrics. Many have interpreted Altmetrics as 
new impact measures that must complement traditional bibliometric measures characterized 
by citations (Barbaro et al. 2014; Barnes 2015). Some have interpreted Altmetrics as signs of the 
computerization of research (Moed 2016). In this work, we contribute to the existing research 
on Altmetrics by proposing a new meaning connected to the need to democratize the research 
evaluation process, also connected to the need to democratize the production of research.

Applying the economics of democracy by Acemoglu and Robinson (2006), we interpret the 
changes taking place in evaluation and in particular the presence and diffusion of Altmetrics 
as a response to the inequalities inherent in the production and evaluation of research. 
Altmetrics then can be considered as an answer to the need for democratization of research 
and its evaluation.

3. RELATED LITERATURE
Inequality in scientific production is a well-known stylized fact (Allison 1980; Allison et al. 1982; 
Allison & Steward 1974; de Solla Price 1963) that is linked to the skewness of the bibliometric 
indicators (Albarrán et al. 2011; Ruiz-Castillo & Costas 2014; Seglen 1992). Recently, the issue 
has been re-actualized by Lok (2016). See also Rousseau and Rousseau (2017).

Although it has long been known that scientific productivity is asymmetrical and that, in 
scientific production, there are few who produce many articles and are much cited, with the 
vast majority instead producing much less, the evaluation of researchers based on the number 
of publications and the number of citations received is increasingly used. The same type of 
unequal and undemocratic structure also occurs for the evaluation of research, entrusted to a 
minority often characterized by the same few more productive and cited researchers, who play 
the role of editors, members of editorial boards, and reviewers.

In this context, Altmetrics were born.

Altmetrics (Priem et al. 2010, 2012), since their origin, have been introduced as ‘alternative 
measures’ relative to traditional bibliometric indicators, aiming at capturing other impact 
dimensions of scholarship activities. They are related to the development of web-based activities. 
Moed (2017: 33) links Altmetrics to i) an increasing awareness of the multidimensionality of 
research performance by policy makers, ii) developments in Information and Communication 
Technology (ICT) and social media technologies, and iii) the open science movement in the 
scholarly community.

‘Many are beginning to view Altmetrics as a bright new area in the field of metrics with the 
potential to revolutionize the analysis of the value and impact of scholarly work’, as concluded 
by Galligan and Dyas-Correia (2013: 61).
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Altmetrics are a new class of research impact and attention data that can help researchers 
understand scientific influence and share it with others for a variety of purposes (Konkiel 2016).

Article views and downloads from online digital libraries or repositories are very well known: 
the most used Altmetrics are mentions and shares on social networks. Online mentions of 
scholarly outputs, such as on online social networks, blogs, and news sites, are also popular 
Altmetrics (Aung et al. 2017). The role of Altmetrics in research evaluation is analyzed in several 
books (see e.g., Holmberg 2015; Glänzel et al., 2019 and Roemer & Borchardt 2015) and articles 
(see e.g. Haustein et al., 2016; Rasmussen and Andersen, 2013; Regan and Henchion, 2019).

Several criticisms have been made of the use of altmetrics for research evaluation. Some authors 
have focused on the lack of validation of the metrics and limitations of data collection (Wouters 
& Costas 2012); whereas, others have argued that altmetrics are not impact indicators, but 
rather indicators of attention and popularity (Crotty 2014; Gruber 2014). Adie (2013) shows 
how Altmetrics can be gamed. Others (Haustein 2016) highlight instability, heterogeneity, data 
quality problems, and dependencies. Fraumann (2018) examines the limits of Altmetrics in 
being used for evaluating, promoting, and disseminating research.

Rousseau and Ye (2013) consider Altmetrics as a ‘good idea, but with a bad name’, so criticizing 
the name Altmetrics because existing literature shows that such indicators may be considered 
complementary rather than alternative to citations (see also Melero 2015).

Glanzel and Gorraiz (2015) clarify the differences between ‘usage metrics’ and Altmetrics, 
which are often confused in the literature. They explain that usage metrics have been known 
and widespread much longer than Altmetrics. Indeed, usage metrics are even older than 
citation metrics because librarians have tracked usage since the beginning of their profession, 
ranging from basic user surveys for tracking the use of physical journal issues and monographs 
to library loan statistics to sophisticated analysis of the use of electronic media (e-metrics). The 
term ‘Altmetrics’ was introduced later than ‘usage metrics’ (Priem et al. 2010), and they are 
meant as an alternative to citation metrics.

In contrast to usage metrics they are based on the repercussion of whatsoever 
publications on the web, notably in social media, in contrast to usage metrics which, 
for so far, rely on e-content from publishers and other information providers. The 
whole concept is still in its infancy, still lacking standardization of what exactly and 
how this is all measured. Whereas usage metrics target downloads and views, which 
are the most usual proxies for usage at present, even if they rather measure the 
intention to use something than their actual usage (Gorraiz et al. 2014), Altmetrics 
comprise of an abundance of very heterogeneous indicators from mentions and 
captures, to links, bookmarks, storage, and conversations (Glanzel and Gorraiz 
2015: 2162).

With the spread of social media, new online tools that allow for diffusing, discussing, and 
organizing scholarship emerged. The activities performed on social media platforms are 
heterogeneous and include social recommending, rating, and reviewing together with social 
networking, social bookmarking, social data sharing, video, blogging, microblogging, and so on. 
In parallel, new research indicators to measure these activities were proposed.

The introduction of these new online platforms may allow for broader discussion outside 
the scientific community and thus could allow for a broader conversation about research. 
Nevertheless, the presence of the platforms alone does not guarantee a higher impact. 
Sugimoto and colleagues (2017) offer a comprehensive review of the literature on the use 
of social media in academia and in scholarly communication and on the metrics proposed 
from these uses. In concluding their survey, Sugimoto and colleagues (2017: 2052) state, 
‘Time will tell whether social media and altmetrics are an epiphenomenon of the research 
landscape, or if they become central to scholars’ research dissemination and evaluation 
practices’.

Although there is intense research on these metrics (Costas et al. 2016; Glänzel & Gorraiz 2015; 
Haustein, Bowman & Costas 2015; Ràfols, Robinson-García & van Leeuwen, 2017; Thelwall et al. 
2013), more than 10 years after their introduction, we do not yet have a clear understanding of 
what they actually measure and in particular of why scholars decide to commit to Altmetrics 
activities (Wouters, Zahedi & Costas 2019).
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In this work, we consider 10 relevant existing trends in the current landscape of research 
assessment, including Altmetrics, and offer an interpretation of Altmetrics by applying the 
economics of democracy. The 10 broad movements we consider are as follows:

1.	 Changes in the production of knowledge
2.	 Complexity of the assessment of research
3.	 Extension to societal values and value for money
4.	 Introduction of performance-based funding and request for new indicators from 

policy makers
5.	 Rankings and international competition
6.	 Increase in data availability and open-access repositories
7.	 Development of internal research assessment tools
8.	 Growth of ‘desktop bibliometrics’
9.	 Recent critiques of traditional bibliometric indicators
10.	 Introduction and development of Altmetrics.

Table 1 provides a short description of these 10 trends (including Altmetrics) and some 
references.

4. METHOD: AN APPLICATION OF THE ECONOMICS OF 
DEMOCRACY
We apply the economic framework proposed by Acemoglu and Robinson (2006) for analyzing 
the creation and consolidation of democracy to interpret the current situation of research 
evaluation (outlined in Table 1) in which Altmetrics appeared.

Bunnin and Yu (2004) define democracy as

A form of government, traditionally contrasted to aristocracy (rule by the best), 
oligarchy (rule by the few), and monarchy (rule by the one). Ideally, democracy 
requires all citizens to join in making governmental decisions, but such pure 
democracy, excluding women and slaves, was only practiced for a short period in 
ancient Athens. The standard democratic form is representative democracy, that 

BUILDING BLOCK SELECTED REFERENCES AND MAIN CONCEPTS

1. Changes in the production of knowledge The new production of knowledge described in Gibbons et al. (1994); the change of knowledge 
and the public in an age of uncertainty described in Nowotny et al. (2001).

2. Complexity of the assessment of research Need to adopt a systematic view, complexity of the assessment of research (Daraio 2017); 
multidimensionality of the assessment of research (Moed & Halevi 2015); problems of data 
quantification, harmonization, and standardization for different evaluation and assessment 
purposes (Daraio & Glänzel 2016; Glänzel 1996; Glänzel & Willems 2016).

3. Extension to societal values and value 
for money

Extension and inclusion of impacts (Bornmann 2013; Hill 2016). 

4. Introduction of performance-based funding 
and request for new indicators from policy 
makers

Greater attention to efficiency and effectiveness of publicly funded research (Hicks 2009; Jonkers 
& Zacharewicz 2016); policy makers increasingly demanding in terms of granularity and cross-
referencing of indicators (Daraio & Bonaccorsi 2017).

5. Rankings and international competition Proliferation of rankings in a globalized competitive research space; proposal of multidimensional 
rankings and critiques to existing rankings’ limitations (Daraio et al. 2015; Daraio & Bonaccorsi 
2017; Fauzi et al. 2020; Vernon et al. 2018).

6. Increase in data availability and open-access 
repositories

Increase in globally stored information (Hilbert & López 2011); extraordinary development of 
open-access repositories all over the world (Pinfield et al. 2014).

7. Development of internal research assessment 
tools

More and more institutions implement internal research assessment processes and build 
research information systems.

8. Growth of ‘desktop bibliometrics’ The diffusion of the ‘Publish or Perish’ culture spawned several easy bibliometrics tools called 
‘desktop bibliometrics’ (Katz & Hicks 1997). In this context, Google Scholar citation, and other 
commercial products, such as SciVal and InCites, appeared.

9. Recent critiques of traditional bibliometric 
indicators

Critiques to traditional bibliometric indicators are presented in books (including Biagioli & 
Lippman 2020; Cronin & Sugimoto 2014, 2015; Gingras 2016), declarations and reports (such 
as DORA declaration, Leiden Manifesto in Hicks et al. 2015; Wilsdon 2015) and articles (e.g. 
Benedictus, Miedema & Ferguson 2016; Stephan et al. 2017; Zitt 2015). 

10. Introduction and development of Altmetrics Priem et al. (2010, 2012) and the references cited in Section 3.

Table 1 Current Trends in 
Research Evaluation.



is, rule by a group of representatives who are elected for limited periods directly or 
indirectly by the people. A representative democracy governs through discussion 
and persuasion rather than by force. Decisions are generally made by majority vote 
in order that policies will reflect at least to some degree the will or interests of the 
people. In order to prevent the over-concentration of power, the main legislative, 
executive, and judicial functions of government are separated. The values and 
principles underlying this form of government are liberty and equality, sometimes 
called the democratic ideals.

For democratization, we mean ‘the introduction of a democratic system or democratic 
principles’ (https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/democratization, last accessed 10 January 
2018). Transferred to the field of research evaluation, in this paper, democratic principles mean 
a transparent and participatory evaluation system (deliberative policy learning (Kowarsch 2016; 
van den Hove 2007) and equality of citizens (‘distributive justice’ consists of ‘giving each one his 
own’; see Cozzens 2007 for the concept in the Science, Technology and Innovation -STI- policy).

Acemoglu and Robinson (2006) state

Dictatorship, nevertheless, is not stable when citizens can threaten social disorder 
and revolution. In response, when the costs of repression are sufficiently high and 
promises of concessions are not credible, elites may be forced to create democracy. 
By democratizing, elites credibly transfer political power to the citizens, ensuring 
social stability. Democracy consolidates when elites do not have a strong incentive to 
overthrow it.

According to Acemoglu and Robinson (2006), the main conditions to create and consolidate 
democracy are i) the strength of civil society, ii) the structure of political institutions, iii) the 
nature of political and economic crises, iv) the level of economic inequality, v) the structure of 
the economy, and vi) the form and extent of globalization.

Table 2 shows the application of these conditions in the context of the evaluation of research.

Let us discuss some of the points identified in the right column of Table 2.

The present crisis of science is well summarized by Benessia and colleagues (2016), who 
identify the most heated points of discussion in reproducibility (see Munafò et al. 2017), peer 
review, publication metrics, scientific leadership, scientific integrity, and the use of science for 
policy (see also ‘The end of the Cartesian dream’ in Saltelli & Funtowicz 2015).

van den Hove (2007) defines science-policy interfaces ‘as social processes which encompass 
relations between scientists and other actors in the policy process, and which allow for 
exchanges, co-evolution and joint construction of knowledge with the aim of enriching 
decision-making’. van den Hove (2007: 824; see also p. 815, Table 2) identifies the following 
methodological issues to account for in the design, implementation, and assessment of the 
science-policy interfaces:

CONDITIONS OF DEMOCRACY ACCORDING 
TO ACEMOGLU AND ROBINSON (2006)

APPLICATION IN THE CONTEXT OF RESEARCH EVALUATION

1. The strength of civil society The movement against the blinkered use of bibliometric indicators (see point 9 of Table 1).

2. The structure of political institutions Science-policy interfaces (van den Hove 2007); deliberative policy learning (Kowarsch et al. 2016).

3. The nature of political and economic crises The crisis of science (see below).

4. The level of economic inequality Inequality connected to the skewness of scientific productivity.

5. The structure of the economy

6. The form and extent of globalization

Structure of the sciences and their linkages.

International collaboration and globalization of science.

- Hill (2016): ‘making impact assessment mainstream’; 

7. Examples of calls for democratization - Douglass (2016): The New Flagship University: Changing the Paradigm from Global Ranking to 
National Relevancy;

- Paradeise and Thoenig (2015), unsustainability of the top of the pile model.

Table 2 An Application of the 
Economics of Democracy to 
the Evaluation of Research.

https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/democratization
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(i)	 the reinforcement and enlargement of scientific quality and validation processes;
(ii)	 the development of transdisciplinary research methodologies;
(iii)	 transparency, participation and dynamism of interfaces, in particular the role of 

other stakeholders and the public;
(iv)	 accountability of the different actors;
(v)	 translation of scientific knowledge into policy-relevant knowledge and of policy 

knowledge into science-relevant knowledge;
(vi)	 the inclusion of a diversity of knowledges and intelligences;
(vii)	 the development of dialogical dissemination channels for scientific knowledge which 

specifically target the various potential user groups; and
(viii)	 the institutionalisation of science-policy interfaces in a democratic context.

With respect to the last point of van den Hove (the institutionalization of science-policy 
interfaces in a democratic context), Kowarsch and colleagues (2016) identify four main 
building blocks of deliberative policy learning, where ‘deliberative’ is defined as ‘inclusive and 
argumentative way of designing the process’ and policy learning as ‘updating of beliefs about 
policies resulting from a combination of social interaction, personal experiences, value change 
and scientific policy analysis’. The four blocks are i) representation (incorporating wide variety 
of viewpoints and stakeholders), ii) empowerment (critically scrutinizing requirements to 
adequately participate), iii) capacity building (distinguishing internal capacity of participants, 
based on knowledge integration and synthesis, and external capacity building, based on 
providing knowledge about implications of alternatives, disclosing key uncertainty and 
normative assumptions), and iv) spaces for deliberation (realizing vertical and horizontal 
linkages) (Kowarsch et al. 2016: 8, Table 3).

5. RESULTS
We believe the skewness of bibliometric indicators highlights the inequality among scholars 
and institutions. Scholars in general, even those (the minority) with high performance 
indicators, think that traditional bibliometric indicators (number of papers and citations 
received) should be handled with care in research assessment. The majority of scholars, 
who belong to the long tail below the average, consider traditional bibliometric indicators as 
unfair or unjust tools for research assessment. Indeed, these bibliometric indicators are so by 
construction (see Figure 1).

Often the evaluation of researchers is carried out by few peers and rewards few outliers. There 
is a sort of dictatorship of the research elite that prevails in the editorial boards of the most 
prestigious journals and in the programs of important conferences, while the great majority of 
the pygmies fall behind.

An interpretation of Altmetrics that we propose here, supported by the application of the 
economics of democracy framework proposed in the previous section, is that Altmetrics may 

Figure 1 An illustration of the 
‘unfairness’ of performance 
indicators (those illustrated 
on the left) generated by their 
skewness.
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be an answer to the need for democratization we can observe in the field. This conjecture is 
supported by Nielsen (2012), who states

the increase of cognitive intelligence could be achieved by conversational critical 
mass and collaboration which becomes self-stimulating with online tools, which 
may establish architecture of attention that directs each participant where it is 
best suited. This collaboration may follow the patterns of open source software: 
commitment to working in modular way; encouraging small contributions; allowing 
easy reuse of earlier work; using signaling mechanisms (e.g., scores) to help people to 
decide where to direct attention.

To highlight the connection of Nielsen (2012) with the democratic values, we report another 
definition of democracy:

… the term democracy refers very generally to a method of group decision making 
characterized by a kind of equality among the participants at an essential stage of 
the collective decision making. Four aspects of this definition should be noted.

-	 First, democracy concerns collective decision making, by which I mean decisions 
that are made for groups and that are binding on all the members of the group.

-	 Second, this definition means to cover a lot of different kinds of groups that 
may be called democratic. So there can be democracy in families, voluntary 
organizations, economic firms, as well as states and transnational and global 
organizations.

-	 Third, the definition is not intended to carry any normative weight to it. It is 
quite compatible with this definition of democracy that it is not desirable to have 
democracy in some particular context. So the definition of democracy does not 
settle any normative questions.

-	 Fourth, the equality required by the definition of democracy may be more or less 
deep. It may be the mere formal equality of one-person one-vote in an election 
for representatives to an assembly where there is competition among candidates 
for the position. Or it may be more robust, including equality in the processes of 
deliberation and coalition building.

‘Democracy’ may refer to any of these political arrangements. It may involve direct 
participation of the members of a society in deciding on the laws and policies 
of the society or it may involve the participation of those members in selecting 
representatives to make the decisions” (Tom 2015).

This concept of democracy highlights the connection with Nielsen’s (2012) open science 
movement described above. van den Hove’s (2007) methodological points reported in the 
previous section, in particular transparency, participation, and dynamism of interfaces, and 
the institutionalization of science-policy interfaces in a democratic context, are also in line with 
this concept of democracy. It is also coherent with the deliberative policy learning of Kowarsch 
and colleagues (2016). Finally, this concept of democracy is particularly useful to interpret 
Altmetrics, which are alternative metrics introduced to replace classic metrics (citations) and 
to make metrics affordable for everyone, that is, to democratize them. Our interpretation is 
coherent with the name given by the authors who introduced it (Priem et al. 2010, 2012), 
namely alternative metrics that are substitutive of the traditional ones.

6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
This paper offers an interpretation of Altmetrics within existing current trends in the evaluation 
of research. From our analysis, there seems to be a trend toward the democratization of 
research and its evaluation, which is the need to introduce democratic principles characterized 
by social equality, representativeness, transparency, participation, and open deliberation. We 
propose an interpretation of Altmetrics as an answer to this need for democratization.

The findings of this paper seem to show that perhaps the critique of traditional bibliometric 
indicators (constructed on number of publications and citations) is exacerbated by some 
unpleasant and tricky properties these indicators have (e.g., skewness and asymmetry), which 
highlight the inequality among the assessed scholars. The critiques of bibliometric indicators 



9Daraio  
Journal of Altmetrics  
DOI: 10.29024/joa.43

have increased over the years because, among other factors, there has been an increasing 
use of bibliometric indicators at the individual level. When indicators are used in research 
assessment in which individuals are the unit of analysis, greater care should be given to the 
aspects of democratization.

Democracy is a delicate word that evokes emotional and philosophical responses. Someone 
may suggest that legitimation of evaluation would be better than democratization of 
evaluation. Some may agree with our interpretation because they like the open evaluation 
idea, the idea of co-creation of value, and the mixing of a producer and a consumer approach in 
this context. However, democracy makes people think about equality, and someone may think 
it is not appropriate to the research activity, in which we do not have homogenous intelligences 
and talents. According to this perspective, an assessment should find the best and select those 
who merit being selected, not those elected by the majority of the population. Now we come 
to a tricky issue, which is the relationship between democracy and meritocracy. Young (1958) 
defines merit as the sum of intelligence and effort. Nevertheless, one of the primary concerns 
with meritocracy is the ambiguous definition of ‘merit’ (Arrow et al. 1999) and the need to 
consider a broader meaning of merit (Daraio 2021). Sternberg and Kaufman (2011) and 
Kaufman (2013) show that ‘greatness’ is more than just the sum of the ‘nature’ and ‘nurture’ 
components and, to understand it, we have to go beyond talent and practice. Carson (2007), 
in The Measure of Merit, shows that talents and intelligence have become constituents of the 
societies in which they were produced and adopted, continually shaping and being shaped by 
these cultures. The concepts of intelligence and merit hence remain always contestable terms 
in the recurrent debates about the social and political implications of inequality for a modern 
democracy (Carson 2007).

The relationship between democracy and meritocracy is a relevant question because it is linked 
to the future of research evaluation. Given that the models of evaluation have implications and 
change the behavior of people who are evaluated, this question also has implications for the 
research activity itself.

Which model of democracy, which level of democracy, and what open channels are best for 
representativeness, citizenship, and participation in research and in the evaluation of research 
are all relevant open questions.

The consideration and implementation of the main substantial and formal criteria for 
democracy—including division of powers, no conflicts of interest, decentralization, and 
contextualization—are all open questions to address. They include issues related to data 
platforms, technical solutions, private or public ownership, and so on.

Considering normative democratic theory could be helpful for further developments. A definition 
of the function of normative democratic theory is as follows:

The function of normative democratic theory is not to settle questions of definition 
but to determine which, if any, of the forms democracy may take are morally 
desirable and when and how. For instance, Joseph Schumpeter argues (1956, 
chap. XXI), with some force, that only a highly formal kind of democracy in which 
citizens vote in an electoral process for the purpose of selecting competing elites is 
highly desirable while a conception of democracy that draws on a more ambitious 
conception of equality is dangerous. On the other hand, Jean-Jacques Rousseau 
(1762, Book II, chap. 1) is apt to argue that the formal variety of democracy is akin to 
slavery while only robustly egalitarian democracies have political legitimacy. Others 
have argued that democracy is not desirable at all. To evaluate their arguments we 
must decide on the merits of the different principles and conceptions of humanity 
and society from which they proceed (Tom 2015).

As Tom (2015) described, normative democratic theory is linked to the underlying principles 
and conceptions of humanity and society.

Another question that remains open is the following: is it right that the production of research 
and its evaluation be democratic?

Addressing all of these questions requires further research. We hope that our contribution may 
stimulate further research on these challenging questions.
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