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Abstract
For an applied field, the role of research expertise is of considerable importance. With an increasing number of school 
leaders turning to social media for their professional learning–as part of a broader digital turn in knowledge generation, 
distribution, and consumption–the argument of this paper is that the notion of research expertise in educational leadership 
is shifting. Traditional modes of acquiring and sustaining research capital (e.g., publications, citations, research income) 
have been replaced by social presence, profile building, and the curation of followership. Building on work claiming there 
is a ’cult of the guru’ in educational leadership, this paper draws on an appropriation of Hall’s Kardashian index (K-index) 
for 50 researchers, an analysis of Twitter user networks using NodelXL, and relational theorizing to investigate the ways 
in which research expertise is being mobilized / recast by educational leadership researchers on Twitter. Establishing an 
empirical foundation for ongoing dialogue and debate it is argued that the recasting of research expertise to those curating 
followership, and potentially divorced from research performance, is of timely significance for the ongoing credibility of the 
field both internally and within the broader academy.

Keywords  Twitter · Kardashian-index · Social media · Cult of the guru · Relational · Auctor · Organizing activity · Spatio-
temporal conditions · Followership · Attention

1  Introduction

Online platforms are changing the ways we think of exper-
tise. With regulators and funders expecting greater public 
impact and influence from their investment (Schnitzler, 
Davies, Ross, & Harris 2016; Watermeyer 2015), online 
activities are re-casting relations between research and 
expertise. The traditional ‘publish or perish’ approach to 
academia has been displaced by ‘get visible or vanish’ 
(Doyle & Cuthill 2015). Social media provide the possibil-
ity of amplifying the voice of researchers beyond the acad-
emy (Bombaci et al. 2016; Pearce 2015; Thoma 2015) while 
also enhancing the prospects of traditional scholarly perfor-
mance measures such as citations (Eysenbach 2011; Ortega 
2017). With social media available to anyone with internet 
access, unlike traditional scholarly outputs which for the 
most part remain behind paywalls, (social) science has been 

opened up. However, the research capital once associated 
with professorial status and track record (e.g., publications, 
higher degree supervision, grant income) does not neces-
sarily translate onto social media (Veletsianos & Kimmons 
2016) and there is the potential for those trading of academic 
titles to gain notoriety through brand management and self-
promotion (Cabrera & Lloret 2017) rather than research and 
track record.

Educational leadership is a field particularly sensitive to 
such changes. It has been argued that the field suffers from 
a ‘cult of the guru’ (Eacott 2017) grounded in an ‘attention 
economy’ (van Krieken 2019) where perceived expertise is 
more likely to be linked to followership (e.g., the amount 
of followers) than traditional research expertise expressed 
through track record of publications and citations. Social 
media, in particular Twitter, has potentially amplified the 
cult of guru by creating new ways of building profile. For-
tunately, the public nature of social media platforms (e.g., 
Twitter) and citation metrics (e.g., Google Scholar) makes it 
possible to empirically test how followership and network-
based activities are used to attract and sustain attention 
in educational leadership. Theoretically informed by the 

 *	 Scott Eacott 
	 s.eacott@unsw.edu.au

1	 University of New South Wales, Sydney, New South Wales, 
Australia

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-5612-5887
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1365/s42681-020-00016-z&domain=pdf


92	 Leadership, Education, Personality: An Interdisciplinary Journal (2020) 2:91–99

1 3

relational approach (Eacott 2018), this paper brings together 
previously disparate bodies of literature (educational leader-
ship, social media studies, relational sociology, researcher 
development) to investigate the potential re-casting of 
research expertise through social media.

2 � Theoretical resources

To achieve its aim of investigating the role of Twitter in 
contemporary conceptualizations of research expertise 
in educational leadership this project needed theoretical 
resources that did not default to privileging one form of 
expertise over another. Rather, it needed resources open to 
the possibility of recasting research expertise in educational 
leadership. To that end, this paper is theoretically informed 
by Eacott’s (2018) relational approach. As an overarching 
methodological framework, it is built on five key intellectual 
moves. Figure 1 (below) brings these five methodological 
moves into conversation with research expertise in educa-
tional leadership.

Rather than a traditional academic paper structure (e.g., 
introduction, literature review, methodology, findings, dis-
cussion, conclusion), to retain fidelity with the relational 
approach, the five methodological moves serve as the ana-
lytical structure for the paper. This is achieved by breaking 
the five moves into three sections: (i) the underlying assump-
tions of what counts as ‘expertise’ [the explanatory gap]; (ii) 
how it plays out in practice [the empirical question]; and (iii) 
theorizing the re-casting of expertise in educational leader-
ship [the contribution]. The first of these sections involves 
looking at the literatures of the field to locate how ideas 
of expertise are potentially changing. Empirically investi-
gating how it plays out in practice draws on researchers’ 
Google Scholar citations and Twitter networks data. Then, 
in proposing a relational alternative the paper goes beyond 
the frequent (although not exclusive) use of social theory 
in educational leadership that critiques to illuminates how 
some field members are mobilizing Twitter activity to curate 
followership to generate the perception of expertise.

To achieve the above the three key concepts of the rela-
tional approach are mobilized: organizing activity (a focus 
on the ongoing generation of the social world rather than 
separate knowable entities), auctor (meaning s/he who 
generates), and spatio-temporal conditions (blurring the 
boundaries of time and space). Shifting the focus from 
research expertise as an external stable and knowable entity 
that someone has to relations, the relational approach offers 
a means of composing theoretically inscribed descriptions 
of unfolding activity. The organizing activity of the field is 
how we come to understand ‘expertise’. As auctors embed-
ded and embodying of this organizing activity they are con-
stantly making and re-making the field. The logic of the 
relational theory is that auctors generate spatio-temporal 
conditions through organizing activity. Theoretically and 
methodologically, this generative principle generates the 
possibility of engaging with the fluidity and constant flux 
of the social world without granting too much explanatory 
value to a particular platform, individual, or measure.

3 � Underlying assumptions of what counts 
as ‘expertise’

The struggle over expertise in educational administration 
and leadership has been an enduring one. In 1964 Walker 
(p. 12) noted “[I]n some quarters the necessity for any 
formal study of administration on the part of educators is 
seriously questioned.” Many early graduate classes in the 
field primarily consisted of narratives from instructors 
who were experienced (and usually recently retired) school 
administrators (Baron & Taylor 1969; Walker, Crane, & 
Thomas 1973). Research, as in the systemic study of a phe-
nomena, has not necessarily been a high priority area for 
educational administration and leadership professors (Hills 
1965; Immegart 1990) and there is a relatively weak profile 
within the already weak quality profile of education research 
(Gorard 2005). Anderson and Jones (2000) argue that with 
the possible exception of the school effectiveness/school 
improvement literature, few research programs or theoretical 
advances in educational administration and leadership have 

Fig. 1   The relational framing of 
the paper
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made a significant impact on practice. Attempts at improving 
the rigor and robustness of research in educational admin-
istration and leadership, such as the mid-twentieth century 
Theory Movement, have done little to alter the situation. 
Argyris and Schӧn (1974) argue, “the technology of rigor-
ous research works best when it does not deal with real-time 
issues–for example, when scholars take years to study a deci-
sion that took hours to make” (p. 4). The pursuit of tradi-
tional research expertise and credibility may be at odds with 
achieving credibility with school administrators and leaders.

In contrast, knowledge translation, speaking directly to 
those ‘in the field’ through teaching, professional learning 
workshops and consultancies, has always been a key focus 
for educational administration and leadership researchers. 
With new knowledge constantly being generated (English 
2006), school leaders as auctors are turning to new plat-
forms to access research and expertise in real-time. Increas-
ingly, school leaders are turning to social media–notably 
Twitter–for their professional learning and networking (Cho 
2016; Jefferis & Bisschoff 2017). Social media platforms 
are recasting the spatio-temporal conditions of educational 
leadership by generating a new avenue to reach audiences 
not necessarily well-served through traditional scholarly out-
lets and at a scale and timeframe not previously possible. 
For contemporary professors, social media presence and 
research activities are no-longer separate but deeply inter-
woven (Carrigan 2016). In doing so, social media is arguably 
challenging the norms of academic activity (Budge, Lemon, 
& McPherson 2016) and potentially what it means to have 
research expertise.

Social media platforms rely on algorithms to promote 
usage and interactivity. Unlike past broadcast media, con-
temporary social media are intended to be more interac-
tional. Twitter provides a means of speaking directly to 
those in the field. Research expertise on social media is 
arguably less about scholarly track record and more con-
cerned with how one’s feed (list of Tweets) links with 
the work of schools and administrators. For the platforms’ 
algorithms followership becomes integral, the more fol-
lowers the greater the reach and potential influence (hence 
the label of ‘influencer’ to describe those with substantial 
followership). Although a problematic measure due to the 
possibility of gaming (e.g., buying followers, setting up 
multiple accounts and self-following), followership is the 
basis of the contemporary attention economy. Higher fol-
lower numbers translates into legitimation of the value of, 
or endorsement for, what is being said. The visibility of 
followership, where the number of followers is listed on 
profiles, encourages individuals to foster an audience to 
grant credibility to their work. This is central to the atten-
tion economy of the ‘micro-celebrity’ and ‘insta-famous’ 
(Marwick 2015). However, Waite (2016) warns “[o]ften, 
the substance of what these personalities have to offer is 

weak or lacking entirely and their primary positive attrib-
ute, the thing that recommends them, is their popularity 
or celebrity” (p. 127). He goes on to add “[w]e must scru-
tinize even the most popular of reformers, for the herd 
is easily swayed by celebrity and by the ‘research says’ 
academics” (p. 145). Despite some literature on ‘academic 
rock stars’ (Cho 2016), relatively little is known about how 
educational leadership researchers’ Twitter followership 
and activity are related to traditional scholarly track record 
(e.g., publications and citations).

4 � How it plays out in practice

Focusing on the role of Twitter activity is timely given 
increasing usage by educators and claims that the attention 
seeking economy of such platforms generates hierarchies 
(Marwick 2015) that may be divorced from traditional 
performance metrics (Veletsianos & Kimmons 2016). In 
response to Eacott’s (2017) “cult of the guru” paper, critics 
were quick to defend Hattie and his mega-analysis rather 
than engage with the claims around the rise (and rise) of 
gurus in educational leadership (see: Eacott 2019; Hattie 
2017). While Hattie was the specific example nuanced in 
the paper, Eacott also names Michael Fullan, Andy Har-
greaves, Alma Harris, and Yong Zhao among those popu-
lar on the international educational leadership keynote cir-
cuit (see also: Eacott 2020). To add further weight to this 
claim, Gunter and Mills (2017) identify Michael Fullan, 
Andy Hargreaves, Louise Stoll and David Hopkins among 
a group of researchers come consultants, and Thomson 
(2019) identifies Michael Fullan and Andy Hargreaves as 
“international consultants” (p. 104). There are consistent 
names identified who mobilize a level of research exper-
tise, primarily through academic titles and university affili-
ation, but fulfil roles not necessarily valued in traditional 
scholarly circles.

The biographical work by Gunter and Mills (2017) 
demonstrates how increasingly the professor-researcher-
consultant role is becoming more accepted within certain 
fields of education arguably built upon the assumption that 
one informant expresses as “you don’t influence by doing 
normal academic work” (p. 44). The core argument of the 
cult of the guru paper was that the uncritical adoption 
of what is contemporarily popular is often based less on 
the rigor and robustness of knowledge claims and more 
on simple messages, slogans and the popularity of the 
speaker. This raises the prospect that some well-known fig-
ures in educational leadership might be well-known simply 
for being well-known, in pop culture terms, famous for 
being famous. There are means to test this claim.
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4.1 � (Social) Science Kardashians

Built on a similar concern, Hall (2014) developed the Kar-
dashian index or K-index. Its genesis being to “develop a 
metric that will clearly indicate if a scientist has an over-
blown public profile so that we can adjust our expectations 
of them accordingly” (p. 424). As Hall notes, we are all 
aware of keynote speakers who are invited for who they 
are rather than their work. To investigate the possibility of 
‘(social) science Kardashians’ in educational leadership this 
analysis draws on two groups: (i) academics with Google 
Scholar profiles linked to the keywords ‘educational leader-
ship’, ‘educational management’ and/or ‘educational admin-
istration’ with one or more citations and Twitter profiles for 
greater than two years (n = 30); and (ii) keynote speakers 
(those identifying with academic titles and affiliations with 
the field of educational leadership) at significant educational 
leadership conferences (e.g., Australian Council for Edu-
cational Leaders; British Educational Leadership, Manage-
ment and Administration Society; Commonwealth Council 
for Educational Administration and Management; and Uni-
versity Council for Educational Administration) with active 
Twitter profiles for greater than two years (n = 20). Table 1 
displays the demographic profile (sex, current geographic 
location) for the sample of identified researchers.

As key measures, Hall (2014) takes a researcher’s citation 
count as a proxy for ‘scientific value’ and Twitter follow-
ers as a proxy for ‘celebrity’ (p. 425). Although problem-
atic measures, they serve as the two primary data points for 
the calculation of the K-index and can tell us something 
about the relations between traditional scholarly metrics and 
digital followership. Rather than a definitive statement, the 
K-index provides a beginning for an investigation.

After generating the followership and citation data for the 
identified researchers, an initial step was to establish a trend 
line for the data. This enables calculation of an expected 
followership based on citations relative to the field. Where 
F is the number of Twitter followers and C is the number of 
citations. Consistent with Hall, there was a positive correla-
tion between followers and citations (r = 0.58, p =  ≤ 0.01), 
and it can be expressed as Eq. 1:

With a trend line established, it was then possible to cal-
culate a typical number of followers and the K-index–which 
can be expressed as Eq. 2:

where F(a) is the actual number of Twitter followers 
and F(c) is the number of followers a researcher could be 
expected to have given their citation count. Hall (2014) 
argues that a high K-index should serve as a warning to the 
community that a researcher may have built their profile 
on something other than research engaged with by peers. 
Although citation patterns differ across the social and natu-
ral sciences (e.g., Bastow, Dunleavy, & Tinkler, 2014), the 
use of Google Scholar (as opposed to SCOPUS or Web of 
Science) means that far greater grey literatures are included 
and gives a more synoptic overview of work being picked 
up in an applied field. As noted previously though, calculat-
ing the K-index is only the first stage as identifying outliers, 
particular those with high K-index is important for the aim 
of this paper.

Although it is common practice to use the mean (x ̅= 0.98) 
and three times the standard deviation (σ = 2.53, S.E. = 0.36) 
to identify outliers (Howell, 1988), to counter for outlier 
effects in a non-normal distribution, Leys and colleagues 
(2013) argue that the median (x̃ = 0.24) and ‘median abso-
lute deviation’ (MAD = 0.19) are a more robust measures 
of dispersion. They strongly recommend the median plus or 
minus 2.5 times the MAD are used to detect outliers. Adopt-
ing the proposal of Leys and colleagues, a K-index higher 
than or equal to 0.71 can be considered a ‘(social) science 
Kardashian’ in the dataset. Across the sample, there are 12 
researchers (24% of sample, Group 1 4/30, Group 2 8/20) 
who meet that threshold, constituted by 8 males / 4 females, 
and with current geographic locations of USA (n = 5), 
Australia (n = 3), Canada (n = 3), and the UK (n = 1)–see 
Table 2. There are many reasons for why someone may have 
many more followers than might be expected and for that 
reason it is important to not make too much of the K-index. 
At the same time, that is insufficient reason to dismiss the 
existence of such a group and not further investigate for what 
it might tell us about the field.

(1)F = 0.4244C + 2730

(2)K − index =
F(a)

F(c)

Table 1   Demographic profile of identified researchers

Demographic Group 1 Group 2 Total

Sex
Female 13 10 23
Male 17 10 27
Total 30 20 50
Country
USA 10 7 17
Australia 6 5 11
UK 5 5 10
Canada 4 2 6
Germany 1 1 2
Turkey 2 0 2
New Zealand 1 0 1
Finland 1 0 1
Total 30 20 50
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The higher percentage of social science Kardashians 
among the keynote group (Group 2) is not surprising. How-
ever, this does not mean it is without implications. For a 
country like Australia where there is no formalized require-
ment for post-graduate study in educational leadership, if the 
only time educators working in the field come into contact 
with researchers is through professional learning (e.g., con-
ferences, professional associations) and increasingly social 
media, the generation of what it means to offer research-
based expertise is arguably reduced to those attracting atten-
tion. A secondary matter is how this attention can be mobi-
lized by others to sustain and further legitimize expertise, 
something considerably expanded through proliferation of 
social media. In working with the data generated for the 
K-index analysis, a matter that warranted further attention 
was how Twitter based networks were being used to associ-
ate (through tagging others in tweets, particularly other high 
K-index individuals) rather than interact.

4.2 � Tagging relations

The notion of ‘tagging relations’ takes from the well-
rehearsed definition of a community as a network of 
researchers, but one that share significantly more links 
with each other than they do outside of this community. 
On Twitter, a ‘tagging relation’ can be considered a group 
of researchers that ‘mention’ each other disproportionately 
more than they do others who work in the same area. Not 
necessarily an interaction or reciprocal exchange, a mention 
can be a simple act of association. For educational leader-
ship research, in what could arguably be described as the 
Matthew effect (Merton, 1968), the preferential attachment 
provided through these tagging networks raises the possibil-
ity for individuals to receive many more links and invitations 
through cumulative advantage (e.g., being linked to, and 

endorsed by) rather than explicit research expertise. Over-
time certain auctors at the margins of these networks assume 
greater status–achieved through affiliation–much like how 
work has demonstrated this in relation to co-authorship 
and citation cartels (e.g., Fister, Fister, & Perc, 2016; Perc, 
2014).

To test the idea of a Twitter tagging relations, the same 
sample of educational leadership researchers identified for 
the K-index investigation (N = 50) were subjected to analysis 
of Twitter activity using the NodeXL (version 1.0.1.398) 
add-on for Microsoft Excel developed by the Social Media 
Research Foundation (smrfoundation.org). A Twitter Users 
Network was extracted based on a ‘basic network’ showing 
tweets, mentions, and replies utilizing the default option of 
3200 tweets per user. The final extracted dataset included 
80,255 data points constituted by 68,876 tweets, 10,514 
mentions and 865 replies. Table 3 displays the overall sta-
tistics for Twitter activity among the sample.

There were no statistically significant differences between 
Group 1 and Group 2 across tweets (t = 0.59, p = 0.55), men-
tions (t = 1.08, p = 0.30), or replies (t = 1.63, p = 0.05). Of 
the three forms of posting activity, replies were very low 
across the sample. At only 1%, there is a very low level of 
dialogue and debate among the sample. Only two research-
ers had more than 1000 posts and higher than 3% replies 
(R3 5% and R38 3%), with the mean across the sample 2%. 
Demonstrating broadcasting as the orthodoxy, tweets rep-
resent 85% of activity. Building from the K-index analysis, 
of particular interest is the role of mentions as an activity 
in an attention economy–both who is tagged and by whom. 
Mentions constituted 13% of the activity. Figure 2 displays 
the number of mentions for researchers in the sample from 
highest (1389) to lowest (0). To provide some relations to the 
previous K-index analysis, those identified as high K-index 
researchers are highlighted in darker grey. The mean for the 
sample is 210 (σ = 351.65, SE = 50.24) and the median 54 
(MAD = 50.00).

It is not necessarily the high K-index researchers who 
secure the greatest number of mentions. There are nine 
researchers who stand out as attracting a great proportion 
of the tags among the sample (7,969 mentions, 76%), five 
of the social science Kardashians previously identified (R31, 
R33, R34, R35, and R38) and four additions: R5 (K = 0.66), 
R40 (K = 0.54), R42 (K = 0.24), and R44 (K = 0.23). The nine 
is constituted by two clusters with the four most mentioned 
researchers attracting 47% (n = 4,947), and then the next 
five attracting 3022 or 29% of all the mentions. What is 
of greatest interest for the argument of this paper is who is 
getting mentioned and by whom. To investigate this matter, 
Table 4 shows a crosstab of the nine most mentioned and an 
‘other’ (meaning those outside the nine) column to highlight 
the tagging relations. Two researchers (R42 and R44) have 
mention networks substantially beyond the group, and one 

Table 2   High K-index researchers in educational administration and 
leadership

Group Researcher Followers Citations K-index

1 R1 53,200 1,390 15.96
R2 3,226 228 1.14
R3 2,531 712 0.84
R4 2,532 773 0.83

2 R31 41,877 6,022 7.92
R32 12,396 302 4.34
R33 7,877 723 2.59
R34 14,086 7,252 2.43
R35 4,633 836 1.50
R36 3,703 1,203 1.14
R37 30,032 57,362 1.11
R38 43,828 88,353 1.09
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researcher has the majority of mentions from a single other 
member (R5–R40 but not necessarily reciprocated). In a simi-
lar situation, R34 has an inflated ‘other’ score due to another 
single user’s (R4, a previously identified social science Kar-
dashian) 385 tags or 59% of the other score. Removing this 
would drop R34′s other score to 12%

Removing the two researchers (R42 and R44) who have 
mention networks beyond the group, leaves seven researcher 
who represents 65% of all ‘mentions’ in the sample, or 
6,817 of the 10,514. Significantly, the seven researchers 
are responsible for 77% (5,267/6,817) of these mentions. 
In other words, seven out of the 50 researchers (14%) in 
the sample contribute 50% of the total mentions exclusively 
among themselves. These tagging relations meet the defini-
tion of a community of networked researchers who share 
significantly more mentions with each other than they do 

outside of the group. Based on the data, the seven give 87% 
(5,267) of their mentions to one another compared to only 
776 mentions (13%) to 14 other researchers.

5 � Theorizing the re‑casting of expertise

The disproportionate mentioning among the seven cannot be 
easily explained away through enduring struggles of theory 
and practice or quality science communication. Even the 
concept of homophily, meaning that contact between similar 
people occurs at a higher rate than among dissimilar peo-
ple (e.g., Daly, 2010), cannot capture the nuances of such 
relations and what is at stake for the field as it assumes a 
neutrality among relations.

Table 3   Twitter activity 
of educational leadership 
researchers

Measure statistics Percent of distribution

N x̅ σ S.E x̅ σ

Group 1
Tweets 38,840 1439 1188 229 86.36 17.74
Mentions 3233 120 220 42 10.93 14.94
Replies 587 22 31 6 2.71 4.93
Total 42,600 1580 1303 251
Group 2
Tweets 30,036 1767 1132 275 83.17 16.71
Mentions 7281 428 529 128 16.10 16.39
Replies 278 16 16 4 0.73 0.92
Total 37,595 2211 1374 333
Population
Tweets 68,876 1565 1151 176 85.13 17.03
Mentions 10,514 239 391 60 12.93 15.36
Replies 865 20 26 4 1.94 3.95
Total 80,255 1824 1336 204

Fig. 2   The number of ‘men-
tions’ for the identified 
researchers. Legend: Black 
High K-Index Grey Rest of 
population

Legend: Black High K-Index Grey Rest of population
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The visibility of metrics (followers, retweets, likes) grants 
ontological status to being a person of influence. Those who 
are able to credibly enact expertise to curate followership 
grant legitimacy to themselves and others through activities 
that sustain a social order. Field members are not external to 
such relations and instead auctors generate them through the 
giving, or not, of attention/followership. The accessibility 
of high follower individuals creates a belief in Twitter as a 
means of democratizing the field. Research and researchers 
are no longer only available to those working or studying in 
universities or research institutes, they are now accessible 
to all with internet access.

Working from the germinal work of Horton and Wohl 
(1956), the relationship between high profile researchers 
and knowledge consumers is one of the central attributes of 
mass information consumption. The low level of interaction 
through replies is not dissimilar to how mainstream celeb-
rities approach social media. However, Twitter’s follower-
ship functionality has helped create the illusion of a face-
to-face relationship. A follower (e.g., school administrator 

or teacher) can like, reply, or retweet a post from a big name 
in the field as though s/he is a personal acquaintance. These 
parasocial relations (Giles, 2002) further legitimize those 
with large followership and high mentions. Therefore, while 
research expertise in educational leadership was once some-
thing an individual had (e.g., through publications, citations, 
grants, experience), the proliferation of social media and 
curating of profiles and networks means that research exper-
tise is now something one does. It is not tied to track record 
but instead based on the curation of followership.

The digital turn in accessibility, not only of research but 
researchers, establishes the conditions where one can accrue 
status through curating a tweet (e.g., message, quote, ques-
tion, or claim) that attracts attention. The more attention 
granted by followers through likes, replies, and retweets, 
the greater legitimacy is granted to both the message and 
the messenger. Unlike traditional scholarly outlets which 
value originality and contribution in relation to existing 
knowledges, the value of this Twitter message is how new 
it is to the audience and its contribution to their work. This 

Table 4   Cross-tab of the nine most mentioned researchers

Researcher/men-
tions/taggers

Who is doing the tagging
(number and percentage of distribution)

R5 R31 R33 R34 R35 R38 R40 R42 R44 Other

R5
n = 646
19 taggers

– 4
(0.62)

0
(0.00)

35
(5.42)

9
(1.39)

5
(0.77)

436
(67.49)

0
(0.00)

0
(0.00)

157
(24.30)

R31
n = 1074
19 taggers

62
(5.77)

– 7
(0.65)

45
(4.19)

492
(45.81)

123
(11.45)

187
(17.41)

0
(0.00)

0
(0.00)

158
(14.71)

R33
n = 608
16 taggers

25
(4.11)

47
(7.73)

– 94
(15.46)

290
(47.70)

23
(3.78)

54
(8.88)

0
(0.00)

0
(0.00)

75
(12.34)

R34
n = 1266
19 taggers

97
(7.66)

79
(6.24)

6
(0.47)

– 313
(24.72)

22
(1.74)

215
(16.98)

0
(0.00)

0
(0.00)

534
(42.18)

R35
n = 1389
21 taggers

82
(5.90)

295
(21.24)

18
(1.30)

205
(14.76)

– 303
(21.81)

274
(19.73)

0
(0.00)

0
(0.00)

212
(15.26)

R38
n = 616
19 taggers

42
(6.82)

54
(8.77)

5
(0.81)

22
(3.57)

351
(56.98)

– 72
(11.69)

0
(0.00)

0
(0.00)

70
(11.36)

R40
n = 1218
23 taggers

538
(44.17)

26
(2.13)

1
(0.08)

82
(6.73)

196
(16.09)

31
(2.55)

– 0
(0.00)

0
(0.00)

343
(28.16)

R42
n = 470
13 taggers

0
(0.00)

0
(0.00)

0
(0.00)

0
(0.00)

0
(0.00)

0
(0.00)

0
(0.00)

– 410
(87.23)

60
(12.77)

R44
n = 682
21 taggers

0
(0.00)

0
(0.00)

0
(0.00)

0
(0.00)

0
(0.00)

0
(0.00)

0
(0.00)

574
(84.16)

– 108
(15.84)

Other Tagged % 168
6 names
(16.57)

101
3 names
(16.67)

2
2 names
(5.13)

141
6 names
(22.60)

101
9 names
(5.76)

4
2 names
(0.78)

259
8 names
(17.30)

205
8 names
(26.32)

295
17 names
(41.84)

–
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decentres the messenger and recasts the significance of the 
audience/followership. It is also distinct from peer review 
where a researcher is expected to locate their work in the 
intellectual traditions and history of dialogue and debate in 
the field. What becomes of greater importance in the atten-
tion economy of social media is new-ness for the audience. 
It enables a high profile individual to state something (e.g., 
equity is a problem for school outcomes) as though it is a 
new insight and that such an issue has not been addressed 
by researchers for many years. The mentioning of others 
and particularly other high profile experts (a deliberate act), 
gives added legitimacy to such claims with new audiences 
ever increasing the perceived expertise. In relational terms, 
field members (as auctors) are generating spatio-temporal 
conditions through attention giving activities. These activi-
ties are based on assumptions (organizing activity) regarding 
who has expertise.

6 � Conclusion

With limited research to date, we are distant from a full 
appreciation and understanding of how the digital turn in 
contemporary knowledge generation is shifting notions of 
expertise in educational leadership and its implications for 
policy and practice. The data presented and the argument 
crafted in this paper has highlighted a potential re-casting 
of research expertise in the field through the curation of fol-
lowership. Profile building is an act of curation, a discursive 
activity of generating an image of your contribution, build-
ing an audience, and advancing one’s position through a 
coalition of similar individuals. Twitter activity is granted 
ontological status through aggregation. The more retweets, 
likes, engagement, the more activity is emphasized in the 
interface and its significance is ensured by the algorithms 
that select tweets for extra exposure based on popularity. 
Therefore, mentioning others with large followership attracts 
additional attention. For the field, Twitter activity, or more 
specifically presence, is conflated with expertise. In an atten-
tion economy, having a relatively large followership (com-
pared to other field members) becomes a means of exercis-
ing influence and shaping the forthcoming direction of the 
field. The approach taken in this paper has enabled us to 
gain analytical purchase in terms of opening up understand-
ings of research expertise to scrutiny. Twitter activity is not 
politically neutral and simplistic assumptions that highly 
mentioned research/ers are of value is misrecognition. For 
a field that has always grappled with the role of expertise, 
what remains to be seen is whether the recasting of research 
expertise through the digital turn is just the latest iteration 
of an enduring issue or the final curtain call for attempts to 
sustain traditional academic scholarship in an applied field. 
Only time will tell.
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