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Scientific knowledge is widely seen as a crucial contribution to human progress, economic growth,
and social welfare. More recently, the expectation to produce usable scientific knowledge has
become explicitly institutionalized in research funding and legal frameworks of universities and other
research institutions. The call for the production of useful scientific knowledge by funding programs
is predicated on referring to grand or global challenges that require addressing (Isakova et al., 2024;
Kaldewey, 2018). Furthermore, research that promises to have an “impact” on social problems is
favored (Derrick, 2019; Gengnagel et al., 2022; Kim & Yoo, 2019). Concurrently, this optimism in
science policy is confronted by scientific evidence indicating a considerable gap between research
and practice and suggesting fundamental differences in institutional logics between science and
other social spheres (Lattu & Cai, 2023). In fact, extending beyond a merely instrumentalist
perspective, the research-practice relationship has been conceptualized in various ways (Boswell &
Smith, 2017; Wittrock, 1991), and the debate remains open as to which of these conceptualizations is
the most compelling.

Approaches on how this gap could be narrowed are manyfold. Research policy tries to narrow this
gap by measuring, monitoring, and valorizing research impact (Dotti & Walczyk, 2022; Dwivedi et al.,
2024). Scholars have proposed various research styles aiming for the production of “socially robust”
knowledge (Nowotny, 2003). These include transformative and transdisciplinary social research,
which has led to the development of innovative methods, such as living labs (Hossain et al., 2019)
and other interactive knowledge co-production formats. Technology transfer scholars have
advocated for the translation of scientific evidence into not only patents but also (industry) standards
(Blind, 2024). Higher education programs bridge the theory-practice gap in a more implicit way—
primarilyby fostering the development of professional competence and enabling graduate mobility
(Stock et al., 2024b). Research organizations and universities have strived to bridge the research-
practice gap by implementing new structures, such as technology transfer offices (Falani Bezerra &
Torkomian, 2024). Stakeholder organizations, although not formally part of the science system,
recruit academically trained staff and tailor their activities to enhance their absorptive capacities for
academic research and translate it for their target groups.

Based on historical research and theories of professions, it is posited that a particularly crucial role
could be assigned to scientists themselves to step the research-practice gap. The closest to an
instrumentalist perspective is arguably Talcott Parsons’ modernist assumption that the expansion of
higher education would contribute to the professionalization of work and the rationalization of
society based on scientific knowledge (Stock et al., 2024a). In comparison, Andrew Abbott (1988)
highlights the competitive dynamic between differentdisciplines and professions, thereby
introducing more contingency into the subject. Furthermore, significant variations exist among
academic disciplines concerning the relationship between academic research and professional
practice (Glaser et al., 2022). It is noteworthy that several disciplines do not even dispose of clearly
delineated fields of professional practice. Beyond the classic professions, the close connection
between research and practice was not always seen by academia and societal stakeholders as being
pivotal to disciplinary research. Instead, the concept of purpose-free knowledge creation played a
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crucial role in establishing the (relative) autonomy of science (Stichweh, 1992). Subsequently, the
distinction between basic and applied science was neither seen as endangering academic freedom
nor as a categorical preference for one over the other (Bush, 1945/1960; Merton, 1942/1973). It is
evident that there have been heterogeneous trajectories and institutions of academic freedom in
world society (Lerch et al., 2024). While applied research can provide valuable inspiration for basic
research, tensions between societal spheres and between the different missions of research
institutions exist as well (Gotze & Schneijderberg, 2025). The question, therefore, remains of how
academic freedom can be reconciled with the expectations of societal stakeholders (Schimank,
2024).

This special issue builds on the described policy shifts and recent scientific developments
reconfiguring the roles of research and practice by placing a strong emphasis on the dialectics of
knowledge production and translation. The present call invites papers investigating not only how
academic knowledge is translated to shape practical fields but also how practical fields shape,
constrain, and inform the production of academic knowledge itself. This orientation allows us to go
beyond instrumentalist notions of research-practice relations, such as “knowledge transfer,” and to
interrogate the recursive processes, tensions, and negotiations that mark the boundary between
research and practice. Therefore, we welcome contributions exploring the mutual constitution of
epistemic and practical fields, foregrounding the ways in which research enters policy,
administration, companies, and activism while also being reshaped by these engagements.

This special issue seeks to explore the historical constitution of societal expectations about research-
practice knowledge relations, as well as the challenges and opportunities that may arise from
attempts to narrow the gap between the two. In accordance with Current Sociology’s commitment
to contemporary relevance, the issue also examines how historical developments shape present-day
modes of engagement and what future configurations of research-practice relations may emerge. It
aims to bring together diverse perspectives that advance our understanding of how academic
research operates in conditions of goal ambiguity and normative conflict.

The planned special issue will focus on crucial dimensions of research-practice knowledge relations,
such as:

e Concepts of “knowledge transfer” (knowledge use, knowledge exchange, knowledge
translation, knowledge diffusion, knowledge mobilization, innovation, organizational
learning, expertise, transdisciplinary research, transformative research) and their practical
implications.

e Structures and processes in endeavors of academic knowledge transfer

e Knowledge demands on research from multiple stakeholders

e approaches to navigate different institutional logics between science and other social
spheres

Both conceptual and empirical papers are welcome.
Timeline

e Deadline for the submission of abstracts and expressions of interest: 15 December 2025
e Invitation to submit full papers: January 2025

e Deadline for the submission of full manuscripts: 15 April 2026

e Peerreview: 30 June 2026

e Revisions: 30 September 2026

e Selection and approval: 30 November 2026
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Abstracts should not be longer than one page and submitted to the guest editors:

walter.bartl@hof.uni-halle.de; r.aust@macromedia.de; janssen@dzhw.eu
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