
“I wasted my 
bad words on 
shale gas.”

Roos Vonk on 
Social Media

By Sophie Reinders

W   hich social media do you use and is there 
a clear difference between what you share 
through which medium? 

I’m on Twitter, Facebook and Linkedin. On Facebook, I 
have two accounts. One account is just for friends. The 
other one is my author page, on which I post about 
psychological research, my books, columns, and so 
on. On Twitter I do basically everything. I tweet about 
animal welfare, about what I see on TV, about politics. 

Twitter is a bit of an 
outlet for me. When 
I read the newspaper 
and get upset about 
some injustice, then 
I often tweet about 

it. This is often quite ideological: I use it when I feel that 
people should know there is a problem that we can’t ig-
nore. For example, to recruit people to sign a petition. In 
addition, I occasionally share something about my work: 
about Radboud University, psychology, something fun 
I have posted on the Internet. Altogether I think a little 
over fifty percent of my tweets are about animals, the 
environment and sustainability. The other half is about 
people, psychology, and myself.

In addition to Twitter, you are active on Facebook and 
Linkedin where you share…
My author Facebook page is for my fans, for people who 
want to know about my work and psychology in gene-
ral. My other Facebook account is just like everybody 
else’s, for friends, and it is visible to everyone. I get lots 
of requests from fans who want to be friends. That’s 
something I don’t do. I only befriend people I actually 
know in real life. Furthermore I’m on Linkedin, but I’m 

not really active there. I have a few hundred connections. 
I only add people whom I have seen at least once in real 
life, people I already know. I also don’t add – with a few 
exceptions – former students. Now that I think of it, it’s 
a shame that I’m not active on Linkedin, because I would 
be a good “connector”, having Linkedin contacts from 
many different realms in society, such as people at the 
university, people working for good causes and business 
people. 

Do you keep track of who follows and unfollows you? 
In the beginning I had a programme for that, but not 
anymore. I follow about 400 people and I have more 
than 680 followers. I follow people from organizations 
that I like, like animal protection, and people who have 
smart things to say. I do not follow people who only 
tweet “look how horrible!” or send out 100 tweets a 
day. They clutter your timeline. I also follow people just 
because I know them personally. I find it fun and im-
portant to know what they are doing. If I see something 
that interests me, I examine the person’s page and may 
follow him or her for a while, but I will unfollow again if 
someone’s tweets don’t interest me. 

How often do you look at your social media? 
I use social media more to send than to receive. If I work 
at the university, I’m busy all day. I maybe check my 
accounts twice a day and scan quickly. If I’m at home 
working on an article or a book, I look quite often, too 
often actually. What used to be my smoke break is now 
my Twitter break. It’s like having a chat at the coffee ma-
chine. It is so nice to just have a moment to take a break 
when you’re in a writing flow, to have a short conversa-
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tion with someone. Such conversations I often have via a 
Direct Message, a conversation that others can’t see.

Do you twitter with colleagues about your research in 
those little conversations? 
No, that happens rarely. Some of my colleagues are on 
Twitter, but not active. So I don’t even notice that they 
follow me until we talk in the elevator and someone says, 

“Yes, I saw that on Twitter”. On Facebook, we don’t have 
much work interaction either. For work, there is email. 

Does it take you a lot of time to get attention for your 
research via social media?
From my Facebook business page, where I write short 
blogs about psychology, I link through to Twitter. I do 
not write about studies that are still running, because 
potential participants could read it. You never know if 
students follow you and they are potential research par-
ticipants. I do, however, write about research that I read 
or that is already finished. The first lines of such a blog 
will appear on Twitter. 

What is the value of (social) media for your research? 
I think I may be atypical as a scientist. Because I use 
social media for many different things. Nijmegen col-
leagues are not very active on social media but across 
the country there are many colleagues who use them 
frequently. Then I’ll find interesting links, for example 
an article colleagues wrote that I may not have read 
otherwise or not so quickly. I don’t actively look for that. 
But occasionally you’ll stumble across something that 
you can use for your research.

Were you actively looking on social media when you were 
involved in the “Stapel affair ”? 
For a while, I didn’t because it was just too much. But 
I have a Google subscription on mentions of my name 
anywhere on the Internet. During that period I got up 
to 100 notifications per day. That is so much that you 
cannot read them all. Even if you wanted to…

Did all this attention startle you?
Very much. I was really just a footnote in the whole Sta-
pel affair. I was not even in the report by the committee 
that appeared later. But I opened my mouth, whereas all 
others remained silent toward the media. My idea was 
that I should simply explain what happened and then it 
would be clear that I was just a victim of Stapel’s deceit, 
like so many others. But in this case, that didn’t work. 
Everything I said was twisted in the media. I realized too 
late: I have to hide away and keep my mouth shut about 
it. People talked about me for months. And when the 
report came out, in which I was not even mentioned, it 

started all over again. People then started criticizing me 
for not saying anything about the matter!

Did you check social media to see whether they stopped 
talking about you? 
I looked a few times on Twitter indeed, hoping that it 
was over. And every time that was still not the case. Very 
depressing. It is much better now, three years later, but it 
still happens sometimes. Every time someone on Twitter 
disagrees with what I say, like die-hard meat eaters or 
factory farmers, their response is very predictable: “Oh 
well, that is Roos Vonk of the Diederik Stapel affair, we 
know already that she’s a fraud”. I know by now in ad-
vance exactly when that comment is going to pop up. 

Does that bother you?
It bothered me for a long time, but I can see it in per-
spective now. These people would surely disagree with 
me anyway, so it does not change the discussion. People 
always find a way to discredit their opponent’s argu-
ments. I feel now that people disqualify themselves 
when the Stapel affair is their only argument against my 
position. 

And for those people, we have the Twitter block. 
Yes, and I have used that a lot, to protect myself. If I 
block someone, it means: ‘I do not want to read what 
you say about me’. I don’t care if they still find a way to 
read my tweets. Since the Stapel affair, I blocked at least 
100 people on Twitter. I have no idea how I can see who. 
There was even a club of people who call themselves 
“blocked by Roos Vonk”. I’ll take that as a compliment. 
It means I’m important. People sometimes make a fuss 
about it. Some people even put “blocked by Roos Vonk” 
in their twitter description! That is pathetic, right? 

You say explicitly that you want to bridge the gap between 
science and practice. Can social media help? 
Sometimes I read something in a scientific journal about 
a study that excites me. Then I write a blog about it on 
Facebook. I can do that 
quickly because on 
Facebook the formu-
lations do not need to 
be perfect, it is not a 
column in a magazine. 
The last time I put 
such a little blog on 
Facebook, I received a lot of responses. I thought: hey, 
this is a topic that interests people. I then transformed 
that blog into a column for Psychology Magazine. On 
my Facebook author page, I get feedback from Facebook 
which of my messages are “performing well” and that 
tells me what my readers find interesting. When I write 
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in an accessible manner about scientific research, I al-
ways add the link to the original article. After the Stapel 
affair I make sure everything I do is traceable. 

Your new book “You are what you do”, is about working on 
a better version of ourselves. Does that also apply to who 
you interact with online? 
Yes, absolutely, your social environment has an awful 
lot of influence, also online. Your environment affects 
what you do. So if you want to change yourself, you have 
to change your environment. If you want to drink less, 
surround yourself with people who drink moderately. If 
you want to be friendly and constructive, interact with 
friendly and constructive people, also on social media.

You have experienced the consequences of engaging with 
the wrong people on social media yourself...
I’ve learned a lot. I now choose very consciously who 
I follow on Facebook and Twitter and I recommend 
others to do the same. People think they are the direc-
tor of their own life, but our social environment has 

tremendous impact on 
who we are, and social 
media are also part of 
your environment. On 
Twitter the bar is set 
incredibly low regard-
ing decent language, 
nuance, reasonable 

discussion. My Twitter (social media) tip is: pay close at-
tention to your online surroundings. Follow people that 
are a good example, people that inspire you! You will be 
affected by them. Do not follow people out of sensation-
alism. In my book I’ve also written about what kinds of 
things affect you on Facebook. Don’t let your standards 
be lowered by your environment. Keep in mind that 
those who you follow influence your timeline. When I 
posted that slap-in-the-face tweet on Minister Kamp, 
I was also affected by the tone of voice of many other 
people on Twitter. I am more aware now that I have to 
maintain my own standard, so you can follow me now 
for a good example!

The University Board made you write a letter of apology 
about this tweet. What have you learned from this inci-
dent? 
No, they didn’t make me apologize. I agreed with them 
that I crossed a boundary, in terms of language. Regard-
ing the content the University Board would never tell 
an employee what not to say. It was purely about the 
tone of voice, they felt it was not appropriate and I agree. 
This is related to what I said earlier about managing your 
environment, even online. On Twitter, people tend to be 

blunt and direct. They only have 140 characters, so you 
cannot express yourself with much nuance. On Twitter, 
my slap tweet didn’t look so bad, in-between all the other 
unsubtle tweets. And all tweets come and go quickly, 
they are rapidly replaced by new tweets. However, the 
NOS (Dutch public broadcaster) pulled the tweet out, and 
then it suddenly stood isolated on their website and in the 
newspaper, without a stream of tweets around it. As soon 
as I saw that, I felt: oops.

What would you advice twittering PhD’s? 
When you tweet something, you should always keep 
in mind: what would this look like in a newspaper? If 
your tweet would be taken out of context, out of the 
twitter-stream, would it still be appropriate? I recom-
mend this to everyone and certainly professors. I take 
nothing back from the content of that tweet, but the 
tone was not OK. I regret that I wasted my bad words 
on shale gas though. Following that tweet about Kamp, 
all the talk shows wanted me as an expert on shale 
gas. I know nothing about that! I wish I had saved my 
strong tone for something that I really care about like 
animal welfare, or something on which I’m an expert. I 
wanted to talk about my new book in a talk show, but 
they do not invite me for that. You make a onetime slip 
with a fraudster (Diederik Stapel –SR), or have a wrong 
tone on Twitter and then you can appear on every TV 
programme. But when you work on something for years, 
and have an expert fine-grained view on it, nobody is 
interested. There’s something very wrong with that. But 
scolding to get attention for my book, I will not do that.

The interview was conducted in Dutch and translated by the 
interviewer.
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