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Abstract This paper analyses the interrelations between academic disciplines 
and society beyond academia by the case of sociology in Norway. For that purpose, 
this paper introduces the concept of disciplines’ societal territories, which refer to 
bounded societal spaces that are shaped by the knowledge of a discipline, prem-
ised on the linkages between the discipline and its audience. By mapping sociolo-
gists’ reported contributions to societal changes beyond academia, the paper firstly 
shows how societal territories are established by sociologists’ recurring engagement 
with certain topics and research users. Secondly, it traces the interactions between 
researchers and their users, and identifies four ideal typical pathways by which the 
cognitive territory of Norwegian sociology is transformed into societal territories. 
A key observation is that the establishment of societal territories is co-determined 
by the structures of research use among its audience. As for the case of sociology in 
Norway, questions therefore arise over the interdependency between sociologists as 
knowledge ‘suppliers’ and the ‘demand side’ for research, and the autonomy of the 
sociological discipline in selecting its focus of attention.

Keywords Academic disciplines · Territories · Societal impact · Sociology

Introduction

Despite the surge of interdisciplinary research as a strategy to solve society’s grand 
challenges (Lyall et  al. 2013; Lindvig and Hillersdal 2019), universities and other 
academic institutions still tend to organize their academic activities in departments 
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along the boundaries of disciplines (Jacobs 2017; Lyall 2019). Academics’ identities 
are constructed and sustained in the context of the disciplines (Henkel 2005), and 
academic recognition is predominantly awarded within the disciplines (Abbott 2001; 
Lyall 2019). But disciplines have also been accused of being silos that have out-
lived their usefulness (e.g. Wallerstein 2003), preventing communication and sup-
pressing innovation and the development of cohesive solutions to urgent social prob-
lems, among other things (Jacobs 2013). The structures of academic disciplines are 
believed to restrain “socially robust knowledge” (Gibbons et al. 1994; Klein 2015), 
yet academic disciplines have nevertheless retained the status as a basic feature of 
academia. The aim of this article is to revisit the discipline to explore the processes 
whereby also discipline-based research may lead to societal changes. For that pur-
pose, this paper introduces the concept of disciplines’ societal territories, which 
refer to bounded societal spaces that are shaped by the knowledge of a discipline, 
premised on the linkages between the discipline and its audience.

Disciplines are both social and epistemological entities (Hammarfelt 2019). 
They make up distinct knowledge domains based on particular forms of inquiry and 
theoretical outlooks, but also social domains that present the members of a disci-
pline with a shared set of cultural values and practices (Clark 1987; Heilbron 2004; 
Becher and Trowler 2001). This outline motivated Becher and Trowler (ibid) to por-
tray disciplines as different tribes—each controlling their own cognitive territory, 
distinguished by distinct dialects and ways of seeing the world. The social and the 
cognitive—the tribe and the territory—is mutually constitutive, with the territory 
providing structures that both enable and constrain the practices of the tribe. How-
ever, disciplines are also interdependently linked with societal processes beyond 
academia, and science and society shape and reshape each other in dynamic pro-
cesses (Jasanoff 2004). Disciplines do not only operate within the boundaries of sci-
ence, they also continually interact with and influence society, providing knowledge 
for social action and change. The argument of this paper is that disciplines by this 
also occupy territories in society beyond academia, that is: the territory of a disci-
pline can also be manifested in the form of societal territories. The outline of the 
societal territories of disciplines is explored in this paper by the case of sociology 
in Norway: What topics and audiences are Norwegian sociologists engaged with, 
and by what pathways is the societal territory of sociology in Norway shaped and 
sustained?

Whereas the cognitive territory of a discipline is established on institutionalized 
academic arenas such as in the curriculums of disciplinary courses or in academic 
journals (see e.g. Schwemmer and Wieczorek 2020), societal territories are found 
outside of the boundaries of academia. The term refers to where and how research 
is applied in society, and thus how research contributes to recognizing, defining and 
providing solutions to given societal issues. A key argument of this paper is, how-
ever, that these are not merely ideationally driven processes by which the knowledge 
of a discipline is transformed into social consequences. They should also be studied 
as social processes whereby researchers engage with and develop mutual social rela-
tions with particular societal audiences. Taking its cue from a specific discipline, 
one of the main contributions of this paper is therefore its demonstration of how 
particular societal territories are established in the social space between a specific 
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discipline’s cognitive territory and its societal audience which applies the perspec-
tives and solutions of the discipline in their undertakings. This paper thereby argues 
how the societal territory of a discipline is not only established through the unilat-
eral actions of researchers but is also co-determined by the structures of research use 
among its audience.

As for the case of sociology, it is commonly recognized for its broad and gen-
eral cognitive territory (Turner and Turner 1990; Abbott 2001). Rather than being 
associated with a particular methodology or study object—such as pedagogics 
being about teaching and learning—sociology is united by its ‘sociological imagi-
nation’ (Mills 2000) or the ‘sociological eye’ (Collins 1998) which can be utilized 
to analyze any human interaction and social context. As a discipline, it is accord-
ingly characterized as a low-consensus discipline marked by methodological as 
well as paradigmatic divides that are accompanied by a differentiation in research 
topics (Schwemmer and Wieczorek 2020). This all-encompassing character makes 
sociology a special case as its societal territory cannot be theorized a priori from 
the objects of its cognitive territory. With regard to the Norwegian context, sociol-
ogy has, however, been known for its ‘problem-oriented empiricism’ (Mjøset 1991; 
Thue 2010), referring to the applied nature of early sociological research in Nor-
way. The discipline was known as a major supplier of analyses for the functioning 
of the welfare state (Engelstad 1997; Burawoy 2004), and it is has been claimed that 
the influence of sociology in society is larger in Norway than in any other coun-
try (Allardt et al. 1995). By taking Norwegian sociology as a starting point for the 
empirical analysis, the study will accordingly also shed light on the current status 
of these previous observations and demonstrate the characteristics of sociology’s 
present-day societal territory.

The empirical analysis is based on 58 so-called narrative impact cases written 
by sociologists who, either as individuals or by representing groups of researchers, 
describe how their research has contributed to changes in society beyond academia 
by linking societal changes to specific research efforts. By analyzing the interactions 
between sociologists and their societal audiences as described in the impact cases, 
four main pathways through which Norwegian sociology has carved out a societal 
territory are identified. Further, the analysis suggests that while Norwegian soci-
ology still nurtures strong relations to policymakers and practitioners in the state-
centered welfare sector, sociologists are also increasingly establishing linkages to 
societal actors in other sectors where sociologists contribute with expertise on risk 
society and environmental risk management and prevention—a contribution that has 
not previously been discussed in relation to Norwegian sociology (see Thue 2020; 
Aakvaag 2019).

In the next section, the theoretical framework and its application is outlined. 
This is followed by a presentation of data and the analytical strategy of the study. 
The empirical sections present firstly the topics and main audiences that sociolo-
gists engage with, which also outlines the basis for Norwegian sociology’s societal 
territory. Secondly, the pathways and interactions by which the societal territory of 
sociology is established are analyzed. The paper ends with a discussion of the pre-
conditions for the establishment of societal territories and the application of societal 
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territories as a heuristic to capture disciplines’ interlinkages with society beyond 
academia.

The Disciplines and Their Societal Territories

The dynamics between science and society, and the question of how research is 
intertwined with other social processes has been dealt with by generations of schol-
ars across a range of disciplines—from science studies, including science and tech-
nology studies, to history, political science, sociology and higher education stud-
ies. It is not possible, within the scope of an article, to comprehensively review the 
literature underlying the current understanding of this relation and its discords.1 
However, while sociologists of science and higher education scholars tend to focus 
on how disciplines advance and draw boundaries towards other disciplines within 
academia (e.g. Bourdieu 1975; Abbott 2001; Fridahl 2010), scholars who study sci-
ence in society have on the contrary focused more on the boundaries between sci-
ence and society (e.g. Gieryn 1983; Jasanoff 2004). The way disciplines as social 
and epistemological entities (cf. Hammarfelt 2019) interact with audiences in soci-
ety have received far less scholarly attention. As a fundamental feature of academia, 
disciplines provide the basis of teaching and research, and they deliver structures of 
approval and authority to speak on scientific matters within the field of the disci-
pline (Merton 1972; Heilbron 2004). Yet their social and cognitive practices are not 
delimited by the institutional boundaries of academia as science and research are 
intimately intertwined with extra-scientific actors and organizations (Nowotny et al. 
2001).

While having in mind the abundant complexities involved in the relations 
between science and society, and acknowledging the blurred boundaries between 
science and society (cf. Jasanoff 2004), the concept of societal territories draws on 
a two-pronged analytical approach to capture how disciplines engage with society 
beyond academia. Firstly, it takes into account how disciplines influence society by 
cognitive means; by providing (research-based) representations of certain topics, 
disciplines offer interpretations and classifications that may shape our understanding 
of society (Nowotny 1991; Jasanoff 2004). Secondly, it emphasizes that such cogni-
tive influences rely on social relations and the mobilization of relevant audiences 
that acknowledge the cognitive authority of disciplines (Abbott 2005; Fourcade and 
Khurana 2013).

Disciplines and Their Topics

Despite the significant social processes that underline the division of labor between 
the modern disciplines, disciplines are fundamentally founded cognitive structures 
of shared sets of concepts, questions, references and methods (Heilbron 2004). This 

1 See, however, Hammarfelt (2019) for a recent review of perspectives on disciplines.
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is also the basis of disciplines’ cognitive territories (cf. Becher and Trowler 2001). 
They provide researchers with tools to describe and analyze the world, as well as 
classifications and distinctions that allow us to make sense of our contexts. In this, 
there is also a transformative potential; when disciplines describe and analyse the 
world, they are similarly productive of the social world. Hence, knowledge also has 
an enabling capacity when we act in accordance with the ‘realities’ (cf. Law 2009)  
constructed by the tools of the disciplines.

Yet, disciplines do not only revolve around tools, distinctions and classifications. 
They also engage in certain topics that are scrutinized by the discipline. While disci-
pline-specific tools and classifications may be context-independent, their application 
on certain topics provide acknowledgment and meaning to these topics. In doing 
this, the disciplines also contribute to certain topics becoming named, recognized 
and interpreted (Nowotny 1991). By extension, one can assume that the cognitive 
territory of a discipline is not only characterized by how they make sense of and 
explain the world, but also by what parts of the world disciplines make sense of. 
When disciplines place certain topics on the agenda, they raise societal awareness 
and offer interpretations of events and processes as possible solutions to problems 
that are addressed, thus forming the basis for collective action in relation to the topic 
(Béland and Cox 2011; Nowotny 1991). In line with this understanding, the topics 
that disciplines engage in and apply their discipline-specific tools on, are an essen-
tial link between a discipline’s cognitive territory and its societal territory.

The Social Processes of Transforming Topics into Territories

The processes whereby disciplines engage in certain topics may also be studied as 
social processes where disciplines gain societal influence by the mobilization of rel-
evant audiences (Fourcade and Khurana 2013). To demonstrate this process, Four-
cade and Khurana (ibid) show how the expansion of the economic discipline in the 
US was dependent on the growth of linkages between specific intellectual, practical 
and political fields which transformed the cognitive ideas of economics into soci-
etal and political influence. By making claims on their superior expertise on particu-
lar topics towards relevant audiences in policy and finance, academic economists 
carved out a jurisdiction in which economic expertise provided the legitimate tools 
and concepts to act on certain issues. One example of this is the work of academic 
economists as expert witnesses and consultants in the service of stakeholders and 
corporations, contributing to reduce the space between science and practice. Econo-
mists’ influence in the US can, however, not simply be attributed to the economists 
themselves. Rather, their expansion must be understood in parallel with the growth 
of audiences in policy and finance who valued the ideas provided by economists, 
choosing to apply economic expertise on certain topics and thereby supporting the 
further academic progress of the economic discipline (ibid).

The development of economics in the US is a typical case of what Andrew 
Abbott (2005) calls ‘linked ecologies’: different ecologies or fields, each controlled 
and coordinated by a group of actors with shared tasks and shared knowledge, are 
linked in a set of social relations structured by support and opposition, supply and 
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demand. Such ecologies can enter into strategic coalitions where actors from one 
ecology can move between different ecologies. In these processes, the ideas and 
skills of one ecology are transferred to others through the creation of knowledge 
networks that remove previous boundaries between ecologies. A key argument of 
Abbott is accordingly that the growth and influence of disciplines emerges in the 
space between the discipline and its audience. Disciplines claim authority to provide 
diagnoses and solutions to certain problems and themes, and succeed when exter-
nal audiences approve of the legitimacy of the discipline’s superior knowledge and 
‘ownership’ of these themes. Who these audiences are will depend on the specific 
location of actors and the links between them, as well as their influence on the are-
nas where claims for influence take place.

Societal Territories: Between Topics and Audiences

A key contribution of the ecology-approach is the emphasis on the overlap and the 
mutual influence between disciplines and their audience. The cognitive territory of a 
discipline is accordingly not expected to simply be converted into societal territories 
by the unitary actions of the members of a discipline. Rather, the societal territory 
of a discipline is expected to emerge in the interlinkages between the discipline and 
its audience which makes demands and subsequently approves of the disciplines’ 
authority. Disciplines can draw attention to and offer definitions and solutions to 
given topics, yet the societal territory is established only when they acquire societal 
legitimacy and are appropriated by audiences and actors in the service of societal 
change. By this, the initial subject matter—the topic—of the discipline changes, and 
the discipline and its audience enter in a mutual relation whereby the cognitive and 
the societal territory is continuously constituted in reflexive processes. These pro-
cesses are also social processes, in which actors are involved in repeated interac-
tions, and in which alliances and interdependencies arise. It is therefore necessary to 
explore the links and interactions between the discipline and its audiences in order 
to understand how the societal territory of a discipline arises and takes form.

The Way Forward: Tracing the Linkages Between Disciplines, Their 
Topics and Their Audiences

The studies of Abbott (2005) and Fourcade and Khurana (2013) are premised on 
a macro-historical forward-tracing of the co-evolution of disciplines and broader 
social processes. In contrast, the purpose of the present study is to provide a contem-
porary account of the societal territory of disciplines by the case of sociology. To 
distinguish the linkages and the audiences that enable the societal territory of Nor-
wegian sociology, this study follows a micro-oriented pathways approach by tracing 
backwards the ‘productive interactions’ (Spaapen and van Drooge 2011) between 
sociologists and their audiences. The approach outlines interactions—both direct 
and indirect—between researchers and their audiences as linkages between differ-
ent systems which may transform as the interactions unfold. Such interactions may 
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involve exchanges of information and knowledge, but also financial resources which 
may enable researchers to research certain topics. Hence, such interactions are not 
just transformational for society; they likewise have the capacity to steer the ques-
tions asked by researchers and their topics for analysis (Gläser 2019).

The unfolding of productive interactions constitute pathways which are charac-
teristic of the interactions between researchers and their audiences (Muhonen et al. 
2019). While such pathways are descriptive heuristics, they provide a means to cap-
ture the patterns of interaction between researchers and their (different) audiences: 
on what arenas do they meet and what is conditioning their interactions? What is the 
status and the position of their audiences and how do they make use of the knowl-
edge and expertise that they access when they build social relations with sociolo-
gists? These are highly context-dependent questions, and each interaction will have 
their particular origin and outcome. Yet by carefully mapping and categorizing the 
common features of the interactions, some shared pathways and thus linkages may 
be outlined.

Background: Sociology in Norway

 The blurred boundaries of sociology and disagreements over its core has brought 
about concerns about the survival of sociology internationally (Burawoy 2005; Car-
roll 2013). In Norway, however, sociology is one of the largest social science disci-
plines measured by the number of researchers employed in Norwegian universities, 
university colleges and research institutes. In a recent evaluation of the social sci-
ences in Norway (Evaluation of the Social Sciences in Norway 2018), 567 research-
ers were enlisted as sociologists, and economic-administrative research was the only 
larger social science research field. However, only about half of the sociologists 
are based in higher education institutions. The other half is employed in so-called 
research institutes2 which form a considerable part of the Norwegian research sec-
tor3 and have research and development as their core activity. They receive a small 
share of public basic funding (about 12.5%), yet their main income is from competi-
tive assets, including funding from the Research Council of Norway and the Euro-
pean Research Council, as well as contract research, often commissioned by gov-
ernment ministries, state agencies or other public and private organizations. Hence, 
these institutes have a hybrid character by being committed to both academic and 
user-driven concerns (Gulbrandsen 2011).

As to the social science institutes, their establishment from the 1950s and onwards 
is commonly explained by public demands for social science research linked to the 
development of the Norwegian welfare state and regional knowledge needs. Many of 
these institutes had an interdisciplinary social science research profile, yet sociology 

2 Some of these institutes have merged with higher education institutions, but they still operate and are 
accounted for as research institutes.
3 20 per cent of the research effort in Norway takes place in the institute sector, compared to 35 per cent 
in the higher education sector (Solberg and Wendt 2019).
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was a main pillar in their establishment. Early pioneers received inspiration from 
American pragmatist sociology and laid the foundation of what is commonly 
referred to as the problem-oriented empiricism which characterized Norwegian soci-
ology for many years (Thue 1997; Mjøset 1991). Sociologists focused their atten-
tion on empirical topics and developed their diagnoses of society thereafter. This 
orientation has provided sociology in Norway with a strong common identity, and 
interactions between research institutes and higher education institutions have been 
extensive (Harpviken and Heie 2019). A formal decoupling between the research 
institutes and their original clients over the last 25 years combined with increased 
competition for external research funding has moreover made research conditions 
more similar for sociologists in research institutes and higher education institutions, 
respectively.

Data and Methodology

The data analyzed in this study is 58 so-called narrative case studies written by 
sociologists for the evaluation of the social sciences in Norway, initiated by the 
Research Council of Norway in 2017.4 The cases cover all institutions hosting soci-
ological researchers and offer a unique and comprehensive material documenting 
the role of Norwegian sociology in society. The purpose of the cases is to demon-
strate how research has made a difference in society beyond academia by linking 
societal changes to specific research efforts. In doing this, researchers have followed 
a given template where they first provide detailed descriptions of research efforts 
before they go on to demonstrate how research has been taken up by audiences and 
users and eventually contributed to specific societal changes. In doing this, the cases 
typically include details on the organization and funding of the research as well as 
the activities and interactions between researchers and different users. All cases are 
about the same length in total: 900 words plus references to research and external 
sources to support the claims made in the text, as well as statements by key stake-
holders. The cases are published digitally in a joint report (The Research Council of 
Norway 2018a).

As the cases are written in the context of a research evaluation, they must be read 
as researchers’ self-representation rather than strictly neutral descriptions. This also 
means that they represent foremost academics’ own perspective on their societal 
impact. The essence of the claims is, however, in most cases corroborated by key 
users or stakeholders, providing the cases with a certain degree of intersubjectivity 
between the researchers and their audience which strengthens the credibility of the 
case narratives. They are information-rich and often include detailed descriptions of 
researchers’ interactions with different audiences as well as reflections on the nature 
of their contribution to possible societal changes. Compared to equivalent British 

4 The case methodology and template were inspired by the British Research Excellence Framework 
(REF) yet adjusted to Norwegian conditions. The Norwegian case studies were neither graded nor linked 
to funding and rather labelled as a learning exercise.
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case studies, the Norwegian cases have been assessed as less polished and uni-
form, and more nuanced in how they assess the unfolding of their research impact 
(Wróblewska 2019). As such, they appear as open documents, accounting for how 
researchers have engaged with societal actors and how their research has been taken 
up beyond academia in the eyes of the researchers. For the purpose of this paper, 
the cases are accordingly analyzed to develop empirical knowledge on what top-
ics sociological researchers have contributed to, and how the interactions between 
researchers and societal actors have come about, rather than to question the scope 
and reach of the cases.

Representativity of the Cases

The criteria for case submission suggest that the cases offer a broad, although not 
complete, image of the societal contributions of Norwegian sociological research. 
Every institution could submit one case per 10 researchers, plus one case per 
research group, which meant that institutions had to select which cases to submit. 
This implies that there is sociological research not accounted for in the material. The 
evaluation context suggests, however, that cases were selected because they were 
considered to be representative of the institution and its linkages with society upon 
submission. In all, 20 institutions, 11 higher education institutions (HEIs) and 9 
research institutes,5 submitted in total 58 cases (Table 1). While several of the insti-
tutions and research institutes have an interdisciplinary profile, the researchers that 
are enlisted for the evaluation represent sociological ‘enclaves’ within these institu-
tions/research institutes.6 

The larger number of cases submitted by research institutes reflect the higher 
number of research groups in the institutes compared to the higher education institu-
tions. There were also a couple of research groups in the higher education institu-
tions who chose to refrain from delivering impact cases, suggesting that they wanted 
to communicate a certain degree of separation from society.

Table 1  Distribution of cases per institutions and researchers

Institutions No of institutions No of enlisted soci-
ologists

No of cases Sociolo-
gists per 
case

Research institutes 9 252 35 7.2
HEI 11 315 23 13.7
Total 20 567 58

5 The Centre for Welfare and Labour Research merged with Oslo Metropolitan University in 2015 but 
still operates under the terms of research institutes and is therefore labelled accordingly in this material.
6 For a full explanation of the enlisting, see The Research Council of Norway (2018b).
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Analytical Proceeding

Each of the cases were analyzed and categorized according to the topics they 
addressed following an inductive strategy. Cases addressing similar topics were 
grouped together, and eventually assembled according to the broader societal topics 
they addressed (cf. Table 2). This displayed three broad societal topics that the cases 
addressed: (a) cases concerned with social equality and inclusion, (b) environment 
and risk management, and (c) human rights and law enforcement. A couple of cases 
are categorized under the label ‘other’ as they did not fit thematically together under 
the previous labels.

Furthermore, each case was mapped and analyzed with the purpose of detail-
ing the processes of interaction between researchers and other societal actors. This 
included a coding of main audiences and users of the research; the context and pre-
conditions for their interactions; what kind of productive interactions (cf. Spaapen 
and van Drooge 2011) they engaged in as well as the timeline of events. In doing 
this, five main audiences stood out (cf. Table 2): international organizations; Euro-
pean policymakers; Norwegian policymakers; practitioners (such as social work-
ers applying research in their practice); and private companies/NGOs. Information 
regarding the organization of research in universities, research institutes, research 
groups or single researchers (cf. Table 3) as well as funding source was also added 
to the analyses.

The Societal Territory of Norwegian Sociology

The societal territory of a discipline is observed when specific societal topics or 
social spaces in society are shaped by the knowledge of that discipline, premised on 
the linkages between the discipline and its audience. As for Norwegian sociology, 
the image of sociology as a general discipline is not only appropriate for the cogni-
tive territory of sociology but is also found in the breadth of topics reported in the 
cases. As shown in Table 2, the cases address a wide array of topics, ranging from 
gender equality, immigrant integration and social work practices to risk regulation 
in the petroleum sector and climate adaption. Norwegian sociologists engage with 
audiences and research users both in the private and the public sector, in Norway 
and abroad, and in most cases, sociologists have engaged with several different audi-
ences at once. They contribute to policymaking, to the work of practitioners and to 
the regulation of risk and safety.

Even though the breadth of cases in total illustrates the widespread societal con-
tribution of sociology, the analysis of the cases nevertheless shows that sociology’s 
societal territory centers on issues concerning social equality and inclusion of dif-
ferent groups in society. The list of such topics is extensive, demonstrating soci-
ologists’ contributions to the integration of immigrants and disabled people, work 
inclusion in general and other work-life related measures at the core of the Norwe-
gian welfare state and the Nordic labor market model. Sociologists have been key 
providers of knowledge on issues concerning gender equality, both in the households 
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and on the labor market, in the development of integration policies in Norway, and 
in the design and implementation of instruments supporting the labor force in the 
Norwegian social security system. In other words, the purpose of a long series of 
cases is about how—often vulnerable—social groups can participate in society, be 
it immigrants, social security beneficiaries, disabled people, drug users, older work-
ers or for that matter women. Here, the sociologists have often provided knowledge 
on the social conditions of these groups, but also measures on how to improve their 
conditions.

One typical example of how sociologists have contributed with recognition of 
societal exclusion is the research done at the Institute of Social Research to docu-
ment systematic ethnic discrimination in the Norwegian labor market. The results, 
confirming the practice of ethnic discrimination by employers, have been used 
extensively in policy documents as well as by other governmental organizations 
and professionals working to prevent discrimination, and have also had a substantial 
effect on the public debate on ethnic discrimination. The case is typical not only in 
its focus on a vulnerable social group. It is also typical by the way of the main audi-
ence it engaged; national policymakers which are responsible for labor market and 
integration measures accepted the conclusions and have used them to develop poli-
cies against ethnic discrimination.

But there are also cases that illustrate how the sociological ‘gaze’ is directed at 
topics that are not, at the outset, related to social equality and inclusion. One case, 
submitted by sociologists at Oslo Metropolitan University, concern the role of 
libraries in society. While the mandate of libraries traditionally is about archiving 
and the dissemination of books and documents, the sociologists developed a new 
understanding of libraries; as meeting places in a complex digital and multicultural 

Table 2  The topics of sociologist’s cases, distributed across the broader themes they address and their 
main  audiencesa

Each topic may be addressed by several cases. Furthermore, cases may have several audiences, as shown 
by the prevalence of the shadings. The number of audiences addressed in the cases thus transcends the 
total number of cases.
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society, facilitating interactions across cultural and ethnic boundaries. The concept 
of libraries as public meeting spaces—contributing to social inclusion—were even-
tually taken up by lawmakers who adopted the concept in the mission statement to 
the Norwegian law on public libraries approved in 2013.

A common denominator of the cases concerning social equality and inclusion is 
that the main audience of the research is predominantly found in the public sec-
tor. On many instances, sociological research has fed into policymaking processes 
and has contributed to the evaluation and development of means and measures, 
new laws, or the performance and organization of welfare-related public agencies. 
In such cases, the contributions of research are—as expected—observed not only 
at the policy level, but also in the performance of the practitioners, so-called street 
level bureaucrats who carry out and enforce the actions required by public policies 
(Lipsky 2010). A few cases also demonstrate the uptake of sociological research 
concerned with social equality and inclusion in the private sector and abroad, sug-
gesting that this particular concern also has an audience beyond the public sector 
territory. One example is the contribution of sociologists to the law on gender equity 
in the boardrooms of private sector corporations, raising the share of women on such 
boards from 6% in 2002 to 40% in 2009. Nevertheless, the vast majority of the cases 
refer to changes taking place within the public sector either at the level of national 
policymaking or through interactions with practitioners, demonstrating the interlink-
ages between sociologists and key actors in the public sector.

A second recurring topic, yet to a much lesser degree than the above, concerns 
environment and risk management. Nine out of the 58 cases arise out of research 
on human-nature relations and discuss how society can respond and organize in the 
face of environmental risks. One such case is submitted by Nord University, where a 
professor in sociology and her team have contributed with knowledge on local com-
munities’ adaptive capacity in the face of climate change coupled with other societal 
changes. The uptake of this research is seen not only in municipalities which have 
implemented the research in local planning documents, but also in national poli-
cymaking, following from the professor’s participation on a public commission on 
climate adaption as well as internationally in the assessment undertaken by Working 
Group 2 of the IPCC. Other cases were concerned with risk regulation in the petro-
leum sector, one of the largest export sectors in Norway, but with previously few 
recognized links to sociological research.

Sociological engagement with environment and risk management can be seen in 
relation to Norway as a country with large natural resources, while at the same time 
being committed to green ambitions and the principles of sustainable development 
(Lafferty et al. 2007). Seen together, however, the cases concerned with this topic 
do not display the stable linkages between sociologists and a specific audience, such 
as those concerned with social equity and inclusion. While all nine cases document 
that sociological research has contributed to national policymaking, they moreover 
document links to arenas abroad as well as in the private sector. This reflects the 
broad relevance of research on environment and risk management, which transcends 
national boundaries as well as the private-public divide seen in other topics.

The remaining cases are linked to topics concerning human rights and law 
enforcement. While these cases have links to the territory on social equality and 



171

1 3

The Societal Territory of Academic Disciplines

inclusion, it has grown out of a particular strand of sociological research –sociology 
of law and criminology. Interestingly, despite law being a largely national subject, 
several of these cases demonstrate sociologists’ contributions to both international 
and European law enforcement and regulations. An example of this is the involve-
ment of sociologists in the prevention of human trafficking at the border of Bulgaria, 
a gateway to the Schengen area. Based on long-term research on migration and vul-
nerability to human trafficking, researchers contributed with training of police offic-
ers and border guards as well as longer term capacity building.

To sum up, the cases demonstrate Norwegian sociologists’ extensive engagement 
with public welfare authorities by providing research and expertise to substantiate 
the politics and practices of the welfare state. Still, this societal territory extends 
beyond the boundaries of the Norwegian welfare state, and into, inter alia, the pri-
vate sector and abroad, although to a much lesser extent. Additionally, the cases 
demonstrate an emerging territory concerning environment and risk management 
that transcends traditional sectoral dividing lines—thus reflecting the cross-sectoral 
challenge of this issue.

The Pathways Linking the Cognitive and the Societal Territory 
of Norwegian Sociology

The question of how sociologists have established the observed societal territories 
varies according to several factors, including under what conditions the research is 
produced and the character of the productive interactions between the researchers 
and their audience. Often, the cases show how researchers engage in multiple kinds 
of productive interactions with different audiences and research users over time. 
Also, research is produced over longer periods within different contexts; it can start 
out as a small project commissioned by a ministry and develop into a larger project 
with a broader academic and societal scope which engages with several kinds of 
research users. By distinguishing the different pathways linking the research pro-
duction of the cognitive territory to the research use in the societal territory, four 
distinct pathways stand out from the cases (see Table 3).

1. The commissioned research pathway
 A considerable share of the interactions between researchers and research users is 

related to commissioned research. Ministries and state agencies in Norway have 
dedicated budgets to commission research, and they use this to procure research 
for policy and practice by announcing research projects with a pre-given research 
problem and often also guidelines for research design. Hence, the main audience 
of sociological research under this pathway is state agencies and ministries, but 
there are also examples of research that was commissioned by private compa-
nies and organizations such as the cases concerned with risk regulation in the 
petroleum sector. Often, the calls involve empirical mappings and evaluations of 
specific policy instruments or development of tools for professional practice, but 
there are also examples of commissioned research projects where sociologists 
contribute with more exploratory studies. As regards the sociologists involved 
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in commissioned research, they are predominantly based in research institutes, 
reflecting differences in funding sources between research institutes and higher 
education institutions. While sociologists in research institutes often report par-
ticipation in both commissioned research projects and projects financed by the 
Research Council of Norway or the European Research Council, sociologists 
in higher education institutions are mainly oriented towards the latter funding 
source.

 One typical example of commissioned research pathway is a research project car-
ried out by sociologists at the Centre for Welfare and Labour Research, commis-
sioned by the Labour and Welfare administration with the purpose of evaluating 
the so-called “Comprehensive, Methodological, Principle-based Approach”. The 
project was an intervention-based study, and the approach under evaluation was 
introduced to improve professional practices for work inclusion. The results of 
the research contributed to an upscaling of the approach with new methods for 
professional practices in the welfare administration as well as more people going 
back to work.

 The project is illustrative of the pathway in the sense that the commission process 
and the larger system of commissioning research in Norway was a precondition 
for the research taking place—the research would not have been carried out with-
out it. It is also typical by its explicit contribution to policy and practice. Such 
“research for policy” suggest that the research’s societal relevance and application 
is largely determined even before the research is carried out.

Table 3  Pathways to societal territories
Pathways Pathways SubcategoriesSubcategories Organization of 

research
Organization of 
research

Users/audiencesUsers/audiences PreconditionPrecondition

Commissioned 
research-
pathway

Commissioned 
research-
pathway

-- EvaluationsEvaluations
-- Knowledge for Knowledge for 

policy and policy and 
practicepractice

-- ProjectsProjects
-- Research Research 

institutesinstitutes

-- PolicymakersPolicymakers
-- Other public Other public 

authoritiesauthorities
-- IndustryIndustry

Budgets for 
commissioned 
research)

Budgets for 
commissioned 
research)

Project 
pathway
Project 
pathway

-- Stakeholder Stakeholder 
engagementengagement

-- Public Public 
disseminationdissemination

- Project teams- Project teams - Policymakers- Policymakers EU-/Research 
council funding
EU-/Research 
council funding

Expertise 
pathway
Expertise 
pathway

-- Researchers as Researchers as 
expertsexperts

-- Researchers as Researchers as 
public public 
intellectualsintellectuals

- Individual 
researchers

- Individual 
researchers

-- Policymakers Policymakers 
(national and (national and 
international)international)

-- NGOsNGOs

Decision-making 
bodies and 
advisory arenas, 
e.g. commissions

Decision-making 
bodies and 
advisory arenas, 
e.g. commissions

Monopoly-
pathway
Monopoly-
pathway

-- DatabasesDatabases
-- Model/Model/
-- approachapproach
-- NetworksNetworks

-- Research groupsResearch groups
-- Research Research 

institutesinstitutes

-- Policymakers Policymakers 
-- Private sectorPrivate sector
-- AllAll

Dependency 
on/demand for the 
exclusive 
knowledge of 
sociologists

Dependency 
on/demand for the 
exclusive 
knowledge of 
sociologists
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2. The project pathway
 The project pathway refers to typical academic research projects extending several 

years with external funding from either the Research Council of Norway or the 
European Research Council, and where the outputs of the projects have had an 
uptake beyond academia. While the project pathway is similar to the commis-
sioned research pathway in its focus on one given topic at a given time, the origin 
of the research and the conditions for knowledge production differs substantially, 
as does the nature of the interactions with different audiences. The knowledge 
production in the project pathway typically takes place independently of interac-
tions with potential research users. The research has been awarded funding based 
on its excellence, and engagement with audiences happens rather when research is 
disseminated to the public or in dialogues with affected stakeholders. Hence, they 
follow to a larger extent the so-called linear model of societal impact where the 
research itself and the ‘uptake’ of the research follow in a successive sequence. 
The aforementioned research project on libraries as public meeting spaces, which 
was a four-year research project funded by the Research Council of Norway is 
typical for this pathway. While the researchers did not engage directly with poli-
cymakers, they argue that their research was taken up after active communication 
of their findings and perspectives to the field of practice.

3. The expertise pathway
 Whereas the former two pathways start out from the contribution of specific 

knowledge outputs to society, the expertise pathway is based on the societal 
contributions of specific individuals, either in the capacity of academic experts 
or as public intellectuals (cf. Kalleberg 2008). This pathway is characterized by 
the contributions of sociologists who have generated extensive knowledge and 
expertise on a given topic, and who apply this expertise to current issues affect-
ing society. This can happen by acting as public intellectuals, where sociologists 
translate specialized academic knowledge to the public, often as they comment 
upon the public agenda. Or they act in the role of experts who offer advice to 
clients on the basis of their expertise. The public intellectual typically dissemi-
nates their expertise in the public sphere and thus with an unspecified audience, 
whereas experts more often offer their advice behind closed doors to an exclusive 
audience which has already recognized the relevance of applying sociological 
knowledge. An example of this, which is observed repeatedly, is researchers 
who participate as members of governmental commissions. Such commissions 
are established temporarily by the government with a mandate to offer advice 
on given issues. While they have some similarities with commissioned research, 
commissions should not only contribute with factual descriptions and analyses, 
but also with specific advice to policymakers. They are typically composed by 
members from different parts of society, including both researchers and societal 
stakeholders, and they are considered to have a profound influence on Norwegian 
policymaking (Tellmann 2017; Christensen and Holst 2017).

 One example of such influence is presented by the aforementioned case of the 
professor from Nord University, who was an expert on a Norwegian governmen-
tal commission as well as in the IPCC. Another example is a professor from the 
University of Oslo who has chaired two commissions on integration policy that 
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has contributed to a paradigmatic shift in the ways policies are developed in this 
field. While she is an expert on integration policy, her influence is based as much 
on her position as a chair of the commissions as on her scholarly work.

4. Monopoly pathway
 While the three former pathways report on ‘pure’ pathways where the produc-

tive interactions either center around one person, one project or one societal 
output, there are a number of narratives that report on parallel involvement in 
several different pathways. This can be groups of sociologists with expertise and 
knowledge related to a specific topic which repeatedly answer calls for commis-
sioned research related to that topic, but also develop larger projects where they 
advance the knowledge base of that topic. Over time, this leads to some research 
institutes and research groups developing ownership of certain topics and research 
questions in the Norwegian context, and where they become the main provider 
of knowledge to society on these issues and are also invited to contribute on 
governmental commission and in public debates. Such monopolization of certain 
topics occurs through two different mechanisms; one cognitive and one social.

The cognitive monopoly pathway is established by researchers who develop a spe-
cific method or database that they have intellectual ownership to and which society 
depends on to enlighten and solve certain societal tasks and problems. One exam-
ple is the “Reference budget for consumption”, developed over decades by the Con-
sumption Research Norway that is now used daily not only by the government when 
adopting rates for income grants or need limits for support, but also by private banks 
when it comes to calculating how large a loan burden each individual can handle. 
Another example is a survey-based database called UngData which is developed by 
the research institute NOVA since 2010. The database is the origin of much research 
on youth in Norway, and findings are regularly referred to and used by national poli-
cymakers as well as by municipalities and schools; it has become virtually impossible 
to discuss the conditions for youth in Norway without referring to UngData.

The social monopoly-pathway is, on the other hand, established by researchers 
who work on a given topic over many years, and who thereby develop extensive 
networks with decision-makers and key stakeholders who become dependent on 
their particular knowledge and expertise. One example of this is sociologists at Fafo 
Institute for Labour and Social Research who do research on the labor market and 
working life with a special emphasis on the collective institutions characterizing the 
so-called Nordic model. While their research has become a shared point of refer-
ence for the government and labor market organizations, they have also engaged 
in repeated productive interactions as experts in the service of the state and trade 
unions since their establishment by the Norwegian Confederation of Trade Unions 
(LO) in 1982. Thus, they dominate as a contributor to questions related to the Nor-
wegian labor market in the eyes of specific audiences.
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Discussion: Establishing Societal Territories by Way of Monopolizing 
Topics?

The different pathways show how smaller groups of sociologists and even single 
sociologists have established social relations with key actors in specific areas of 
society who authorize their expertise and take their research into use. The outline of 
the discipline of sociology’s societal territories is, on the other hand, inferred from 
clusters of topics where sociologists—independently of their organizational affili-
ation—are recognized as key providers of knowledge. By looking at the different 
pathways and topics together, one can see the contours of how sociologists overall 
have established monopolizing pathways—linking their cognitive and societal ter-
ritories. This applies in particular to issues concerning social equality and inclusion 
where sociologists jointly have grown extensive relations to the public authorities of 
the welfare system in Norway.

Sociology’s commitment to the welfare state is not a new observation: A recur-
ring claim in earlier discussions on the role of sociology in Norway as well as in 
neighboring Scandinavian countries is sociology’s close linkages to the develop-
ment of social policies and the broader welfare system (Engelstad 1997; Fridjons-
dottir 1991). This has laid the foundation for societal changes that are founded on 
sociologists’ knowledge base and way of seeing the world. But this has also changed 
the social reality as sociologists see it, and the processes of stable interactions 
between sociologists and their audience is illustrative of how the cognitive and the 
societal territory become mutually constitutive. The historical success of sociology 
as an ‘opposition science’ has contributed to the gradual transformation of sociology 
into a science for steering (Slagstad 2009). These processes are shown to be both 
cognitive and social: The way some sociologists have succeeded in gaining control 
over certain topics reflects Abbott’s (2005) analysis of how ecologies link up with 
each other to establish settlements where knowledge is shared and co-produced over 
time as sociologists respond to the demands of specific audiences, such as ministries 
and directorates who commission research. In the case of the societal territory of 
social inclusion and equality, this is reinforced by the fact that the welfare system 
in Norway is characterized by stable sector organizations with clearly defined tasks, 
creating a firm foundation for long-term settlements between sociologists and their 
research users. This has generated stable alliances between sociologists and key 
societal actors who regularly use and recognize the value of ‘the sociological eye’. 
But this has also had a possible feedback effect, where the audience has defined the 
topics of the discipline. While it may be argued that the sociologists and their audi-
ence have enjoyed a mutual interest and gain in their stable settlement, this has pos-
sibly also narrowed the scope for explorations and scrutiny into alternative topics.

The different pathways moreover illustrate how settlements depend upon specific 
societal arenas where users of research can connect with researchers, and where 
demands for sociological knowledge and expertise are formulated. Hence, there 
are certain arenas or instruments which facilitate the interlinkages and the repeated 
interactions between the cognitive and the societal territory of the discipline. In Nor-
way, the budgets for commissioning of research in public administrations and the 
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use of experts on governmental commissions stand out as such arenas. Both involve 
the government’s recognition of sociological expertise and operate as direct chan-
nels to policy influence and are thus critical preconditions for the establishment of 
sociology’s societal territories in Norway. The cases show that these channels have 
also been decisive in facilitating the emergence of a societal territory for sociolo-
gists, linked to environment and risk management. As a topic, this is, however, coor-
dinated across more heterogeneous audiences compared to welfare-related topics, 
and time will show whether sociologists will succeed in settling this as a bounded 
societal territory for Norwegian sociology.

Concluding Remarks

Norwegian sociology may be a special case by way of how researchers have estab-
lished close linkages with certain societal audiences. The case nevertheless dem-
onstrates how the cognitive territory of a discipline has societal consequences by 
engaging with related topics and the societal actors who oversee them. But this also 
has potential transformative effects on the discipline. As sociological research has 
concentrated its empirical efforts around certain topics and its stakeholders, this has 
also shaped the cognitive outlook of the discipline and what sociologists see as rele-
vant in their research. In this way, the concept of societal territories may offer a heu-
ristic to broaden our understanding of where and how the territory of a discipline is 
developed and sustained. While the territories of disciplines certainly are most vis-
ible within academia, they are also shaped by the linkages they cultivate with certain 
societal audiences, which are often premised on financial mechanisms and struc-
tures of research use. As for the case of sociology in Norway, questions therefore 
arise over the interdependency between sociologists as knowledge ‘suppliers’ and 
the ‘demand side’ for research (Sarewitz and Pielke 2007), and the autonomy of the 
sociological discipline in selecting its focus of attention (Merton 1972). This is most 
visible in regard to Norwegian sociology’s long-term commitment to societal stake-
holders from welfare authorities. Yet the analysis also showed how ‘the sociological 
eye’ has received acknowledgement on societal areas that are rarely discussed in the 
context of Norwegian sociology, showing the potential of the discipline to broaden 
its societal territory.

This study has provided a first step towards tracing the linkages between the mem-
bers of a discipline and their audience. Further research should, however, investigate 
the prevalence of the cognitive territory and the degree of overlap between the cog-
nitive and the societal territory. While this study has focused on the societal outputs, 
there are certainly examples of cognitive inputs from Norwegian sociology without 
a (direct) societal reception. However, this does not indicate that these parts of the 
sociological discipline are without social relevance. A further development of the 
heuristics of societal and cognitive territories should therefore take into account how 
academics also negotiate between academic and societal audiences in selecting their 
focus of attention (cf. Merton 1972). Moreover, this study is an investigation into 
the societal territory of one discipline and the relations between the discipline and 
its audience. Yet, as discussed by inter alia Calhoun (2017), societal problem areas 
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are often approached by several different disciplines. This can lead to “parallel play” 
(ibid: 11) or even competition between disciplines (cf. Fourcade et  al. 2015), but 
also cooperation and integration. The topics that form the societal territories of a 
discipline are not necessarily theirs exclusively, and more engagement across and 
between disciplines is commonly expected to produce more ‘socially robust knowl-
edge’ (Gibbons et al. 1994; Klein 2015). Furthering our understanding of how soci-
etal territories are established and maintained may also increase our understanding 
of how to facilitate more interdisciplinary approaches to societal problems.
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