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ABSTRACT
This paper results from on-going reflection within the practitioners group Plataforma de
Interface à Ciência (Platform of Professionals at the Interface of Science), an informal
nationwide network in Portugal that brings together professionals involved in a large scope
of activities related to research management, knowledge transfer and science
communication. Due to the wide scope of functions and profiles of these professionals, they
are not publicly nor institutionally recognised as part of the same professional group, which
raises barriers for their recognition as relevant players in the research & innovation
ecosystem and full achievement of their potential. We take stock of the several definitions of
their roles found in the literature and conclude on the need for an inclusive approach to
consider these roles as a profession. We propose the designation of Professionals at the
Interface of Science (PIoS) to name this wide group of professionals that sits at the interface
at all scientific disciplines.
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1. Introduction

The research and innovation (R&I) ecosystem is under-
stood as the set of infrastructure and human, financial,
institutional and information resources, projects and
activities organised for scientific and innovation pro-
duction. It includes scientific discoveries; the creation
of policy frameworks, production and management
of knowledge, as well as, transfer and promotion of
its application; and dissemination of science and pro-
motion of scientific culture.

The human capital – faculty, researchers, technicians
and other staffmembers – is a fundamental element of
the ecosystem. In the last decades, the importance that
activities of management, valorisation and communi-
cation of science and innovation assume in the R&I eco-
system in general has been widely recognised, in
particular by the R&I institutions. As a consequence,
there has been an increase in the demand of human
resources for the management of programmes of
science, technology and innovation, communication
and dissemination of science, and to the monitoring
of the scientific, technological and higher education

systems. It is in this context that, in recent years,
several claims echoed for the recognition of emergent
professions at the interface of science (e.g. Langley and
Ofosu 2007; Agostinho and Trindade 2014; Poli, 2018)
and that in Portugal, a Platform of Professionals at
the Interface of Science (Plataforma de Interface à
Ciência; https://sites.google.com/view/PIC-pt) was
created in November 2016.

The Platform of Professionals at the Interface of
Science is an informal, nationwide network of pro-
fessionals that work in the interface of all scientific dis-
ciplines in Portugal and whose main objectives are the
valorisation and development of the professionals that
support and add value to the national R&I ecosystem. It
gathers non-academic and semi-academic pro-
fessionals holding all levels of academic degrees and
working on the broader areas of the so-called research
management domain, including communication and
dissemination, knowledge and technology transfer,
valorisation and impact, science strategy and policy
support, research funding, project management, lab-
oratory management and other areas of scientific
affairs. They work in all types of research-performing
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institutions, from universities to research centres (both
public and private) and research & development (R&D)
performing companies. The term ‘Professionals at Inter-
face of Science (PIoS)’was coined to define this diverse,
emergent and rapidly changing community of pro-
fessionals. The term ‘interface of science’ is related to
the roles these professionals fulfil within every insti-
tution that performs scientific research. A major
matter under discussion has been where the frontiers
of the interface of science should be set, namely
whose professionals meet the definition of working at
the ‘interface of science’. While performing many
diverse activities, we propose these professionals
share a common asset: the activities they develop are
intrinsically embedded and specific to the R&I ecosys-
tem, albeit not including performing research per se
but developing differentiated responsibilities that
goes far beyond general administrative roles. As
though, we highlight that the concept excludes those
who are mainly dedicated to activities that are not
specific to the R&I ecosystem even if working for it,
such as accounting, for example.

In this paper, we survey the literature in search of
support for a wider use of the term interface of
science to represent the set of functions often attribu-
ted to research managers in a broader sense.

2. Definitions and roles of the Professionals
at the Interface of Science (PIoS)

Definitions of a potential area of action for these pro-
fessionals are earmarked by their source. The Associ-
ation of Commonwealth Universities (ACU) performed
in 2006 a benchmarking study on international
research management (Kirkland et al. 2006). It then
defined research management as ‘any activity insti-
gated at the level of the institution which seeks to
add value to the research activity of staff, without
being part of the research process itself’. In another
report published in 2008, Association of Common-
wealth Universities and Global Research Management
Network (2008) used the following definition: ‘Research
management embraces anything that universities can
do to maximize the impact of their research activity’.
Both definitions are remarkable because they highlight
the added-value and maximisation of impact of the
profession to research; however, they restrict them-
selves to a university context. Second, the Research
and Innovation Management for Africa and the Carib-
bean (RIMI4AC) project, which focused on setting up
and strengthening regional R&I management net-
works, adds a positive effect on the environment
dimension of research when claiming that the ‘research
manager’s key roles are to make sure that their insti-
tutions’ research programmes are on track, and to
provide researchers with a supportive environment,

smooth funding flows, assistance in identifying appro-
priate research partners, and administrative support’
(RIMI4AC 2013).

Alternatively, other authors considered these pro-
fessionals not just as supporting science but as an
intrinsic part of the R&I ecosystem. According to
OECD (2015),

Research and Development (R&D) personnel in a stat-
istical unit include all persons engaged directly in
R&D, whether employed by the statistical unit or exter-
nal contributors fully integrated into the statistical
unit’s R&D activities, as well as those providing direct
services for the R&D activities (such as R&D managers,
administrators, technicians and clerical staff).

The Frascati Manual further states that:

these R&D personnel typically perform supporting
functions connected to R&D such as planning, infor-
mation and financial support, legal and patent services,
and assistance in assembling, adjusting, maintaining
and repairing scientific equipment and instruments.
Managers and administrators dealing mainly with
financial and personnel matters and general adminis-
tration, insofar as their activities are a direct service
to R&D, are included as other supporting staff. (OECD
2015)

An analysis of the published literature of the last 15
years shows that the roles of these professionals have
been evolving to increasing complex and demanding
functions. In the present paper, we propose that under-
standing the complexity of the roles under the
umbrella of the interface of science will provide
insights into finding an appropriate operational
definition for this area. Bushaway (2003) identifies the
following functions for the offices that employ research
support staff: (i) contributions to the definition of
research strategy and themes, and ‘horizon scanning’;
(ii) managing research performance metrics and
benchmarking; (iii) pre-award tasks (such as research
proposal development, internal peer review, costing
methodologies, networking with funders); (iv) post-
award management (such as contract negotiation
and adherence to funder and statutory terms and con-
ditions, project management, knowledge transfer and
Intellectual Property); (v) ensuring compliance with
audits from funders (e.g. European Union, research
councils, research governance); (vi) portfolio manage-
ment and reporting, trend analysis; and (vii) support
to spinouts and commercialisation. Meyer (2010) pro-
posed a more inclusive concept – knowledge broker
– to include all the professionals that work on ‘the
identification and localization of knowledge, the redis-
tribution and dissemination of knowledge, and the
rescaling and transformation of this knowledge’ that
are creating as result of their activity a new and
specific kind of knowledge. Nevertheless, the concept
of ‘broker’ is often linked to other sectors of activity
such as finance or health and this may be the reason
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why professionals at the interface of science do not
identify themselves with the concept.

Thus, we propose a somewhat loose way to define
the scope of functions performed by the Professionals
at the Interface of Science (PIoS), which accommodate
different specificities and changes over time. The
responsibilities at the interface of science can occur
upstream (of research) – to attract/advocate for/
define strategy for research funding, projects and part-
nerships (with both academia and industry); at research
level – to support the research activity itself (e.g. post-
award management, technological platform manage-
ment, ethical compliance management, intellectual
property management, researchers development);
and downstream (of research) – to pay back society
the investment made (e.g. knowledge and technology
transfer and commercialisation, outreach and science
communication). Whereas the interface of science
includes all areas and activities that are specific to the
R&I ecosystem in addition of research activities them-
selves, it excludes those activities that are universal
and unspecific to all economic sectors.

3. A brief history

Looking back into the history of these professions can
help to understand the context for some of the
definitions above. Research management and admin-
istration (RMA) has been generally recognised as a
profession (e.g. Langley and Ofosu 2007). Kulakowski
(2006) indicates that RMA roles are expanding and
continually have to adapt to the changing research-
related political context and Lintz (2008) indicates
that the role of RMAs has evolved from reactive to
more proactive.

In the US, the first records on science policy and
practice, considered by Beasley (2006) as the foun-
dations of research administration, go back to the nine-
teenth century. According to this author, the evolution
of research administration in the US relates to the
development of higher education and to the evolution
of research itself. By then, research administrators were
scientists relying on themselves to search and secure
research support and until the early 1940s the US Gov-
ernment policies did not include supporting scientific
research (Beasley 2006). After World War II, the invest-
ment in academic research increased leading to the
rapid development of research administration (Myers
and Smith 2008).

To support the growth of the emerging profession
and to focus on various professional and technical
aspects of research administration, professional
societies began to emerge, thus acting to consolidate
the profession. The National Council of University
Research Administrators (NCURA) was founded in
1959 in the US (NCURA 2017). The Society of Research
Administrators (SRA) was founded in 1967 (SRA-I 2017)

and the word ‘International’ was added in 1998–1999
(Myers 2007). Since then, training and professional
development has been provided, namely by annual
meetings and certificate programmes.

In Europe, the profession is more recent. According
to Poli (2018), in the past the function of a research
administrator in Europewasmainly carried out by librar-
ians. Later on, it became a role closer to that of a
financial administrator, capable to deal with budgets,
accounting techniques, and aware of institutional prac-
tice and procedures (Poli 2018). In Europe, several pro-
fessional associations took the initiative to create a
framework for the professional development of their
members (Poli and Toom 2013). As an example, the Pro-
fessional Association for Research Managers and
Administrators (ARMA) in the UK, was founded in 1991
(INORMS 2017) and the European Association of
Research Managers and Administrators (EARMA) was
created in 1995 (Heemskerk 2004). According to Poli
(2018), these are the leading professional associations
in Europe, both offering programmes of certifications.

In 2001, the International Network of Research Man-
agement Societies (INORMS) was established in Van-
couver, British Columbia, to bring together research
management societies and associations from across
the globe (INORMS 2017) and has the potential to
serve as the hub for international collaboration of
research administrative activities (Kulakowski 2006).

A similar trend is observed regarding the Knowledge
and Technology Transfer activities. Professionals of the
Knowledge and Technology Transfer started to organise
into associative groups as early as the 1970s: Association
of University TechnologyManagers (AUTM)was created
inmid-70s in theUS, and Knowledge Commercialisation
Australasia (KCA) has been promoting best practices
and professionalisation of Knowledge and Technology
Transfer activities in Australia and New Zealand since
1978 (KCA 2018). In Europe, the emergence of similar
associations started later. ASTP-Proton, the pan-Euro-
pean association of professionals, resulted from the
fusion in 2013 of the Association of European Science
and Technology Transfer Professionals (ASTP), operat-
ing since 2000, with Proton Europe, a similar initiative
that had been operating since 2003 (ASTP-Proton
2017). These associations are founding members of
ATTP (Alliance of Technology Transfer Professionals),
that gathers today eleven knowledge and technology
transfer associations, and that promotes and maintains
‘global standards in knowledge and technology transfer
via the Registered Technology Transfer Professional
(RTTP) designation, the international professional stan-
dard for knowledge transfer and commercialization
practitioners working in universities, industry and gov-
ernment labs’ (ATTP 2018).

In Portugal, the Technology Transfer Professionals
emerged from the work in the Intellectual Properties
(IP) Offices within the Portuguese Universities, and a
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network between the offices was established in 2001
(the GAPI network; Laranja 2009). The UTEN (University
Technology Enterprise Network) also provides a forum
for frequent meetings amongst technology transfer
and commercialisation professionals (UTEN 2011).

As in the areas described above, science communi-
cation is currently an established research field and
an area of action per se (Burns, O’Connor, and Stock-
lmayer 2003). Professionals working on science com-
munication play an important role on upskilling
society. In fact, it is important that citizens have the
required skills to respond to the new challenges and
to be prepared to apply for new jobs demands
(Hanna 2016), and play their own role on the inno-
vation processes through an inclusive economic
growth, preconised by the RRI European policy (Euro-
pean Commission 2013). On this scenario, stakeholder
engagement on innovation ecosystems are strongly
dependent on science communication professionals
to assure a collective knowledge accessibility.

Science communication professionals are a very
diverse community of practitioners, ranging for
example from journalists working in media main-
stream, to communicators operating in institutional
roles (institutional communicators and marketers in
research organisations), and science educators based
in museums or cultural organisations. There are
several science communication university and master
degrees offered in different parts of the world that
create an increasing number of both research and prac-
titioners in science communication.

The Public Communication of Science and Technol-
ogy (PCST) Network, https://pcst.co/, is an international
worldwide organisation that brings together science
communicators from all continents. Similarly, EUSEA
(https://www.eusea.info/) – the European Science
Engagement Association – is an international commu-
nity of public engagement professionals. There are
several examples of science communication organis-
ations at national level. Although the majority does
not focus on professional development per se, these
organisations act as networks for science communi-
cation professionals, such as for example JASC (Japan,
https://www.sciencecommunication.jp/?lang=english),
SCANZ (New Zealand, https://www.scanz.co.nz/), AAAS
(USA, https://www.aaas.org/), AECC (Spain, http://www.
wfsj.org/associations/page.php?id=109), ISCO (India,
http://www.iscos.org/goals) and Sci Com (Portugal,
http://scicom.pt/).

In conclusion, efforts for the establishment of pro-
fessional groups emerged from different professional
communities, such as from the research managers and
administrators, communicators and technology transfer
and valorisation communities. However, claims for the
grouping of all these communities into one large, open
and evolving professional group have not yet been
made. We argue that grouping these professionals as

an umbrella identity of interface of science allows
strengthening their common role and contribution to
R&I and provides a continuum that diffuses artificial
internal boundaries while acknowledging that each
sub-area has its own disciplinary specificities.

4. Common traits of the broad community of
the Professionals at the Interface of Science

Our claim for a grouping of the several roles and func-
tions linked to the interface of science is based on
common traits affecting all the professional roles
described above. First, these professionals share facili-
tator roles, acting as brokers of knowledge in some
way or another, often bringing scientific knowledge
outside of the scientific community, to funders, policy
makers, companies, or the public at large (Meyer 2010).

Second, this requires strong transferable competen-
cies such as interpersonal skills, diplomacy, communi-
cation, critical thinking, organisation, but also
technical knowledge about the issues being dealt
with as well as a broad understanding of the scientific
endeavour. Holding a scientific background, having
research experience and a network of contacts in a
specific area of knowledge are valuable competences
which are often required to carry out functions in the
interface of science more efficiently. Despite this, the
interface of science roles can conceptually be carried
out independently of the specific area of research.

In theory, the professionals at this interface can be
easily employable by any type of research-based insti-
tution in any field of knowledge. Hence, the potential
for mobility across research disciplines and institutions
is a common trait of the Professionals at the Interface of
Science (PIoS). This common trait is mentioned in an
earlier attempt to characterise this category of pro-
fessionals at higher education institutions, which intro-
duced the concept of the ‘third space’ as an emergent
territory between academic and non-academic
domains, colonised primarily by professionals where
features such as loose identity, mixed backgrounds,
willingness to extend beyond a given job description,
and emphasis on the transferable skills are most promi-
nent (Whitchurch 2008). Furthermore, the idea of a
third space defies the conventional dichotomy prevail-
ing in academic institutions, of an academic domain
and an administrative domain that supports it (Whitch-
urch 2008), and define the ‘double peripherality’ pro-
fessionals that are brokering knowledge across
boundaries, as proposed by Meyer (2010).

Finally, international professional associations, such
as EARMA, observe an increase in the diversity of their
members’ roles, and as a consequence, shape their
activities to accommodate this diversity. Other associ-
ations, such as the Southern Africa Research and Inno-
vation Management Association (SARIMA), federate
from the very start professionals from different areas.
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Another important aspect, more striking in some
countries than others, is the lack of a professional frame-
work and opportunities for professional development
and career progression affecting all areas of the interface
of science. In countries where the interface of science
community is fragile due to reduced or absent culture
of professional research governance; or to reduced visi-
bility / small numbers of professionals dispersed within
many institutions; it is even more relevant to endure in
a common approach to advocate for the recognition
and professional development of these players.

5. Beyond the definition: what does it imply?

The inclusive grouping of professionals working at the
interface of all scientific disciplines has several impli-
cations to the organisation of the R&I ecosystem.

First, it builds a professional identity, and in doing so
it is reasonable to expect that the professionals inte-
grating this concept are more likely to contribute for
the development of a profession and to better commu-
nicate and collaborate amongst themselves.

Secondly, the building of a professional identity and
concomitant collaborative effects have potential to
foster deeper – and faster – organisational change. The
organisational structures where these professionals
work are mainly organisations dedicated to research
and education, ranging from private to public, dealing
from the macro level of policy development to the oper-
ational micro-level. Taking the example of the higher
education sector, the challenges related to the lack of rec-
ognition of the professional areas at the interface of
science are framed by the resistance to shift power
from academic staff to the new specialised roles (Poli
2018). In addition, there are thin boundaries in the func-
tions performed by these professionals and other staff in
those institutions. This physical space, manoeuvred by
several agents, represents the social balance and distri-
bution of power, as mentioned by Bourdieu (2018). In
practical terms, by a clearer professional identity and its
recognition, these organisations are pushed to create
different career frameworks specifically adapted to
these professionals and paying particular attention to
entrance level, performance evaluation and salary con-
ditions. In addition, it has the potential to raise the
need to recognise a role for these professionals in the
governance structures of organisations: the access to
decision-making bodies within the higher education
sector would be encouraged for a revision to accommo-
date points of entry to non-academic professionals.
Moreover, in terms of education and training, the
higher education institutions would need to develop
education programmes for those new specialised roles.
All the organisation changes fit into the quadruple
helix models of research and development, where the
scientific community is no longer recognised as a

homogenous mass of researchers but instead a hetero-
genous community of different agentswithdistinct roles.

Thirdly, it would prompt for a formal recognition of
these professions by the legislative and administrative
bodies, with the support of associations and groups
representing these professions.

6. A case study: building the community in
Portugal

The Platform of Professionals at the Interface of Science
was created in 2016 in response to a need felt by a com-
munity, estimated at several hundreds of professionals.
Until then, there was no framework of this kind in Portu-
gal regarding the professionals working in the areas of
interface of science. The platform’s mission is to contrib-
ute to the recognition and valorisation of the Pro-
fessionals at the Interface of Science within the
Portuguese R&D ecosystem. Since its creation, it has
focused on four areas: (1) mapping the community – a
first survey carried out in May 2018 allowed to character-
ise and estimate at above 530 the number of active pro-
fessionals in Portugal; (2) increasing the visibility of the
profession; (3) identifying and disseminating training
and certification opportunities, and (4) monitoring R&I
policy through advocacy and benchmarking. For
example, the Platform developed position papers to
include the Professionals at the Interface of Science in
the Portuguese R&D policy initiatives, e.g. the position
paper on the Scientific Employment Regulation draft
(REC) and the position paper on DL 57/2016 (a decree
establishing a framework for contracting PhD holders).
These actions have been contributing to strengthen
the recognition of these professionals at the national
level. The effect is evident within the members of the
community itself, accelerating individual professional
development and networking, but also at the level of
other stakeholders of the R&I system, such as research
institutions, its governance and policy makers.

7. Conclusions

Research management, science communication,
research policy, knowledge transfer, ethics and many
other research-related activities are increasingly
acknowledged as a valuable contribution for a better
performance of R&I ecosystem and its institutions.
However, they lack the consolidation, consistency and
common identity subjacent to the contribution they
bring to the R&I ecosystem: to make it stronger and
more efficient. These areas fall into the concept of
research management in the broad sense. The
problem with this approach is that other relevant pro-
fessionals than research managers in stricto sensu do
not identify themselves with it. We propose a new
umbrella definition of these Professionals: Professionals
at the Interface of Science (PIoS), in an attempt to cover
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the broad and complex functions of this group of pro-
fessionals. Similar to the third space (Whitchurch 2018)
this concept defies the classic dichotomy of the
research sector that divides players among ‘research-
ers’ and ‘administrative’ support. It also defies the sim-
plistic and biased value perception, which is classically
resistant to recognising creation of added-value by
non-academics. We hereby propose that Professionals
at the Interface of Science (PIoS) are typically neither
researchers nor administrative support personnel, but
rather additional significant players that work at the
interface of science, with specific professional skills
and that are essential upstream, during and down-
stream the contemporary research endeavour by
bringing specific value to the R&I ecosystem.

As steps for further action, we propose that a more
detailed characterisation of the tasks at the interface of
science should be carried out, in order to ensure that
other relevant roles and tasks not mentioned hereby
are not excluded from the scope of the definition. Inter-
national and national surveys are already being prepared
to contribute to this exercise (e.g. RAAAP worldwide;
https://raaapworldwide.wordpress.com/; (Kerridge and
Scott 2017); Andersen et al. 2017, http://www.bestprac.
eu/home/), including a specific survey to characterise
the Portuguese community of professionals at the Inter-
face of Science launched by the Platform (Martins et al.
2018). To increase recognition for the Professionals at
the Interface of Science (PIoS), a specific code of ethics
and standards of professional conduct is also needed.
In addition, we propose that on-going efforts to establish
professional frameworks (BESTPRAC Report 2014–2017,
http://www.bestprac.eu/home/), as well as the existing
certification schemes (ARMA and EARMA Certification,
https://www.earma.org/ and https://arma.ac.uk/; world-
wide RTTP certification provided by ATTP and its
members associations, http://attp.info/new-approach-to-
rttp/) should reflect this broader vision of the profession.
We therefore defend an approach that will allow the Pro-
fessionals at the Interface of Science (PIoS) to be duly
recognised by relevant stakeholders, such as funding
agencies, policy makers, research performing organis-
ations and the higher education sector, and acknowl-
edged by the added value they create for the benefit
of science, innovation and the society.
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