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This article examines how German-speaking sociologists communicated their knowledge in

the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Considering the pandemic as a textbook case of

post-normal science, where uncertainty and urgency challenge science and its communica-

tion in an unprecedented way, it focuses on the relationship between sociologists’ con-

tributions across public and academic spheres. Methodologically, the study employs an

exploratory design based on two comprehensive datasets containing 1083 media contribu-

tions (2020–2021) and 1505 research contributions (2020–2023). Conceptually, the

research distinguishes between public communication—through interviews, guest articles,

citations, and mentions in the press—and academic communication—via journal articles,

edited volumes, and monographs. The findings suggest that these forms of communication

constitute two largely distinct and only loosely connected spheres. While their temporal

misalignment is not unexpected, the investigation sheds light on socio-structural differences

in the populations of both worlds. Moreover, statistical analysis confirms a strong negative

correlation between the extent of media engagement and scholarly publishing. Sociologists

visible in the public sphere during the first two years of the pandemic mostly have not

published academically on COVID-19 related issues between 2020 and 2023. Conversely,

sociologists with certified research publications within this time frame usually did not

comment publicly on the pandemic at the outset. These findings challenge the linear model of

science communication, which assumes that public dissemination naturally builds upon

former research contributions. As the context of COVID-19 represents a lack of such

established academic knowledge, post-normal conditions may loosen traditional norms

linking public communication and research experience. As the results raise certain questions

regarding the division of sociological labor and its relation to sociological expertise, the study

highlights the need for more nuanced understandings of sociological expertise in view of the

interplay between sociologists’ contributions to the public and the academic sphere.
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Introduction: the COVID-19 pandemic as an unprecedented
challenge for science communication

The COVID-19 pandemic that emerged in early 2020 was an
unprecedented situation—particularly if seen not only as a
new disease spreading around the globe, but as a genuinely

social phenomenon, an event that impacted “the way we live”
(Christakis 2020) and the key institutions of modern society
(Rosa 2020; Stichweh 2020). Facing the immediate threat of an
unknown infectious disease, societies, institutions, and indivi-
duals were confronted with an extreme level of uncertainty
(Harambam 2020; Berger et al. 2021; Evans 2022; Kraemer 2022).
In an interview in April 2020, Jürgen Habermas summarized that
back then there was no expert who could have assessed the social
and economic consequences of what was happening. Following
Habermas, the only thing one could have said with certainty was
that there “has never been so much knowledge about our
unknowingness” (Habermas, cited in Schwering 2020). That
notwithstanding, political decisions had to be taken, and there
was a high level of public interest in the course of the pandemic.
In this situation, both politics and the media rightfully referred to
multiple sources of academic expertise in order to get the best
knowledge available (Weingart et al. 2022).

However, the availability of experts varied strongly depending
on the field of disciplinary knowledge. Furthermore, given the
complex nature of the problem, it was not easy to determine who
the relevant experts were and what kind of expertise was helpful
in terms of public communication. In most countries, the highly
visible scientists in the early phase of the pandemic had a back-
ground in health sciences or natural sciences (Ioannidis et al.
2021; Lohse and Canali 2021; Ziegler et al. 2021; Leidecker-
Sandmann et al. 2022; Joubert et al. 2023; Rödder et al. 2025). In
Germany, for example, the most prominent scientist and science
communicator in the pandemic was a virologist who had already
played a crucial role in the discovery of the coronavirus that
caused the first SARS pandemic in 2002/2003.1 It is evident that
such reputable medical scientists could be very helpful in
explaining the new virus and the medical aspects of the new
disease to a broader public. At the same time, they could not serve
as experts on the political, economic, social, and psychological
dimensions of the emerging pandemic. And it was precisely these
aspects that represented uncharted territory—as Habermas cor-
rectly indicated. Societies had seen many viruses and pandemics
before (Thießen 2021), but it was the first time in human history
that most nations implemented relatively similar policy measures
—“nonpharmaceutical interventions” such as “lockdowns”—in a
largely synchronized manner (Caduff 2020; Sebhatu et al. 2020).
In this situation, social scientists practically had to start from
scratch when they were asked to make sense of what was hap-
pening and assess the social impact of both the pandemic itself
and the pandemic policies. Conceptually and methodologically,
however, the social sciences were well equipped to take on this
challenge (Lessenich 2020; Ward 2020; Lohse and Canali 2021;
Deflem 2022; Kaldewey 2022).

Against this background, this article focuses on sociological
expertise as one of the disciplinary fields that have been neglected
in science communication research, particularly in the COVID-
19 context (Lohse and Canali 2021; Knobloch 2023). More spe-
cifically, the paper examines how German-speaking sociologists
have communicated knowledge related to the COVID-19 pan-
demic. We have chosen the case of sociology for three reasons.
First, sociology can be considered an archetypal social science and
its relevance with regard to public issues such as the COVID-19
pandemic is beyond doubt. Understanding the role of sociology
in a global crisis situation therefore contributes to an emerging
strand of science communication research that moves beyond the
traditional public understanding of ‘science’ (mostly identified

with ‘natural science’) and includes the public communication of
the social sciences and humanities (Cassidy 2014; Scheu and
Volpers 2017; Lewis et al. 2023; Korte 2024). Second, in the
German context the case of sociology is particularly instructive
because sociologists have been quite successful in gaining public
visibility—as exemplified by the headline of a German magazine
article in October 2020: “The return of the taxi drivers—why are
sociologists sitting everywhere today explaining the world?”
(Becker 2020). Finally, seen from the discipline of sociology itself,
the case of sociologists communicating in the pandemic crisis
represents an opportunity to revisit debates on public sociology
and the “division of sociological labor” (Burawoy 2005; 2021).

This study adopts an exploratory research design. It began with
the collection of data on sociologists’ public communication in
the first two years of the pandemic (2020–2021), and was later
supplemented by a documentation of thematically relevant aca-
demic publications by sociologists based in Germany over a four-
year period (2020–2023). The analysis of these two corpora
revealed that there is only a weak overlap between them. In other
words, sociological communication about the COVID-19 pan-
demic appears to occur in two largely separate worlds: On the one
hand, a public sphere, populated by a few highly visible sociol-
ogists as well as numerous others with occasional media
appearances; and on the other hand, an academic sphere, popu-
lated mainly by less publicly prominent sociologists doing “nor-
mal science” and publishing their research contributions in
academic journals and edited volumes. This divide, we argue,
opens an opportunity to investigate how different modes of
communication relate to the character and perception of socio-
logical expertise. Our research is guided by the following three
questions:

RQ1: In what venues and forms have sociologists commu-
nicated their knowledge about the COVID-19 pandemic—exter-
nally (via media contributions) and internally (through academic
publications)?

RQ2: Who are the sociologists engaging in public and aca-
demic communication about the pandemic, and do their social-
structural characteristics differ across these two spheres?

RQ3: To what extent do sociologists’ public communication
activities correlate with their contributions to academic
publications?

The following section reviews the literature and elaborates on
the background and motivation of our research. We particularly
refer to the assumption that the COVID-19 pandemic is a text-
book case of post-normal science and highlight a dual commu-
nication challenge that arises in this context. Building on this
literature review, we develop our conceptual framework, pro-
posing a distinction between two modes of sociological science
communication and examining how these relate to the public
sociology debate. In the next step, we outline our data collection
and methods, followed by the main part, which presents the
results of our analysis and addresses the three research questions.
Finally, in the discussion section, we interpret our findings in
light of the question of whether a division of labor exists between
internal and external science communication—and what this
implies for different forms of sociological expertise.

State of the literature: post-normal science communication,
trust and expertise
The COVID-19 pandemic has often and correctly been described as
a textbook case for the “post-normal science” concept (Funtowicz
and Ravetz 1993; Rainey et al. 2021; Saltelli 2024). In essence, this
concept assumes that “normal science” is not adequate in situations
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“where facts are uncertain, values conflicting, stakes high, and
decisions urgent” (Saltelli 2024, 945). It has further been noted that
post-normal situations pose particular challenges for science com-
munication (Brüggemann et al. 2020; Berger and Kaldewey 2024):
How can uncertain knowledge, and how can the actual lack of
knowledge be communicated? This challenge affects both internal
and external science communication.

At the outset of the COVID-19 pandemic, a first challenge was
that the traditional academic publication system was perceived as
inadequately slow and inflexible (Miller and Tsai 2020; Sloane
and Zimmerman 2021). In particular, time-consuming peer
review procedures of academic journals contrasted the urgency of
the situation (Horbach 2020; Fraser et al. 2021). Although a
prioritization of research on COVID-19 reduced the duration of
such processes, many researchers shared their findings as pre-
prints without a peer review certification to maintain fast dis-
semination of knowledge (Gianola et al. 2020; Horbach 2020;
Fraser et al. 2021; Berger and Kaldewey 2024). Despite the
acceleration of research related to the pandemic, however, aca-
demic journals were lacking original research publications at the
beginning of the outbreak. As a compensation, they published a
high number of commentaries, short reports or letters to the
editor (Gianola et al. 2020). This dilemma is particularly acute in
the social sciences and humanities, where the peer review and
publication process takes even more time than in medicine,
public health, and the natural sciences (Huisman and Smits
2017). As a result, many relevant contributions from the social
sciences on the pandemic did not appear until 2022 or 2023, at a
time when many observers considered the pandemic to be over
(see below, Fig. 2 for more details).

A second challenge arises in connection with the sphere of
external science communication, i.e., communication with var-
ious audiences, including policy-makers, journalists, and the
general public. During the early pandemic, there was an obvious
gap between supply and demand: on the supply side, academic
knowledge and experience were lacking—not only with respect to
the new disease and its epidemiological aspects, but also regarding
the psychological, social, and political dimensions of measures to
tackle the pandemic. While knowledge about the virus itself was
generated very rapidly and became available already in early 2020,
knowledge about the social aspects remained far more difficult to
assess, not least because many side-effects of pandemic policies
could only be studied in hindsight. At the same time, for both
kinds of expertise there was an extremely high demand, driven by
policymakers, the media, and the public (Holmdahl and Buckee
2020; Berger et al. 2021; Weingart et al. 2022). This situation calls
into question the long-standing, albeit much-criticized, linear
model of science communication: According to this idealized
model, the dissemination of reliable scientific knowledge is pre-
ceded by actual research work and its formal academic peer
review and publication (Garvey 1979). Criticizing this model,
many scholars have argued that science communication should
not be conceived as a one-way knowledge transfer. The debate
has thus been shifting towards more dialogic and inclusive
understandings of science communication (Schäfer 2009;
Schmid-Petri and Bürger 2019; Bauer and Falade 2021;
Lewenstein 2022). However, one assumption of the old linear
model has largely escaped critique: namely, that scientists should
possess actual research experience—or “contributory expertise”,
not only “interactional expertise”, to use Collins and Evans’
(2007) terminology.2 This aspect is documented, for example, in
recent science communication guidelines published in Germany,
which recommend that researchers limit their public commu-
nication to original research contributed by themselves (Priese-
mann et al. 2024; Wissenschaft im Dialog and Bundesverband
Hochschulkommunikation 2025).

In line with this recommendation, various studies have
examined the relationship between scientists’ public commu-
nication and their actual expertise—typically qualified as “scien-
tific expertise.” However, alternative notions such as “academic,”
“disciplinary,” “subject-matter,” or “domain-specific” expertise
are widely used as well and align with a number of partly con-
flicting definitions of “expertise” from various disciplines. Eyal
and Medvetz consider this vast heterogeneity “an enduring fea-
ture of the phenomenon of expertise itself” and expertise as
essentially contested concept (Eyal and Medvetz 2023, 4). Gen-
erally, earlier studies suggest a rather weak correlation between
scientists’ expertise and their public communication activities
(Goodell 1977; Shepherd 1981; Boyce 2006). However, in the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the empirical evidence is
mixed: Leidecker-Sandmann et al. (2022) show that—compared
to previous pandemics—journalists tended to feature academics
with a higher level of scientific expertise. They also emphasize a
considerable diversity of expert voices. In contrast, other studies
point to the dominance of a few highly visible “media experts” in
the news coverage (Ioannidis et al. 2021; Joubert et al. 2023;
Neresini et al. 2023). With regard to the relationship between
media visibility and academic performance, Joubert et al. (2023)
as well as Neresini et al. (2023) conclude that highly visible sci-
entists during COVID-19 can indeed be considered as experts
within their respective fields. Ioannidis et al. (2021, 1) arrive at
the opposite conclusion and diagnose a “worrisome disconnect
between COVID-19 claimed media expertise and scholarship”.

The recommendation that researchers limit their public com-
munication to topics within their own subject domain aligns with
the broader idea that public commentary and, last but not least,
scientific advice should be delivered by experts from the relevant
academic fields. This expectation reflects the central role of sci-
entific expertise when it comes to trust in science and in academic
actors more generally (Hendriks et al. 2015). Regarding the
German context, panel surveys show that public trust in science
increased from around 50% in the years 2017–2019 to 74% in
April 2020. Although this number fell back to 55–60% in the
following years, the level of trust in science remained higher than
before the pandemic (Wissenschaft im Dialog 2024). Accordingly,
almost three of four participants perceived COVID-19 related
claims made by scientists as trustworthy (Wissenschaft im Dialog
2021). Scientists’ expertise in their respective field is the most
frequently cited reason for trust in science with over two-thirds of
the respondents mentioning it (Wissenschaft im Dialog 2024).
The observation that scientists’ competence plays a central role
when it comes to judgments of their trustworthiness is also
confirmed by Seyd et al. (2025). While Weingart et al. (2022)
argue that references to scientific experts increase the legitimacy
of political decisions (rather than fostering trust in politicians
themselves), previous research also suggests positive effects
regarding the credibility of respective journalistic publications
(Winter and Krämer 2014; Thiebach et al. 2015).

To summarize, science communication research as well as
practical science communication guidelines mostly assume that
there is—and should be!—a systematic connection between the
actual subject-specific expertise of scientists and their public
legitimation, credibility, and trustworthiness with regard to the
respective issues. However, in real world crisis situations it often
is not immediately clear how specific the expertise of a scientist
must be in order to make him a legitimate public communicator
on a given issue. For example, while it is evidently not convincing
if an astrophysicist comments on the effectiveness of vaccines, it
is not equally evident that a virologist specialized in HIV can or
cannot contribute to our understanding of SARS-CoV-2. With
regard to the social sciences, and more specifically, with regard to
sociology, there is obviously some leeway as to which aspects of a
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pandemic are within the scope of the discipline. Time and again,
reality turns out more complicated than assumed by the linear
model. Against this background, we suggest a more open and
explorative approach to understand the dual communication
challenge in a post-normal science situation. In the next section,
we develop a conceptual framework that distinguishes two modes
of communicating sociological knowledge without presupposing
a linear relationship between them. To put it simply: On the one
hand, there is academic communication via the traditional aca-
demic publication system, on the other hand there is public
communication via various media platforms. While the linear
model of science communication presupposes that the first type
of communication is the foundation for the second, we assume
that the relation between these two modes is not settled and has
not been systematically investigated in science communication
research. The main goal of our study is therefore to explore the
two modes and to empirically determine if and to what degree
they are interconnected. In the discussion part, we will reflect
whether these two forms may be understood as two dimensions
of sociological expertise.

Conceptual framework: communicating sociologists
At first glance, sociologists’ appearances in media coverage on the
pandemic may be interpreted through one of three established
conceptual lenses: as instances of “visible scientists” (Olesk 2021;
Joubert et al. 2023; Rödder et al. 2025), as “scientific experts”
communicating with the public about their specific field of
knowledge (Ioannidis et al. 2021; Leidecker-Sandmann et al.
2022; Seyd et al. 2025), or—given the disciplinary context—as
cases of “public sociology” (Burawoy 2005). However, we refrain
from adopting any of these frameworks, as each carries specific
implications and conceptual boundaries that would limit the
openness of our exploratory approach.

The visible scientist, according to the seminal work of Rae
Goodell, is publicly acknowledged “not for discoveries, for
popularizing, or for leading the scientific community, but for
activities in the tumultuous world of politics and controversy”
(Goodell 1977, 4). Although visible scientists rely on a credible
reputation, they are primarily characterized by being con-
troversial, articulate, and colorful (Goodell 1977). Their visibility
therefore results from media related rationalities. Furthermore,
this characterization of visible scientists implies an exceptional
level of public visibility that goes beyond appearing in the media
just once or occasionally from time to time (Goodell 1977; Olesk
2021; Joubert et al. 2023; Rödder et al. 2025). Since our study
includes a broad range of sociologists, including those who only
sporadically appear in the media, using the concept of “visible
scientists” would impose an inappropriate benchmark for case
selection.

In contrast, scientific experts are typically conceptualized in
terms of the function they perform in the media: According to
Peters (2021; 1994), a scientific expert provides subject-specific
knowledge to a client in a problem-solving context. Consequently,
a scientist who appears in the media is not necessarily acting in
the role of an expert—they may simply present their research
unrelated to particular problems, comment in general terms, or
communicate non-specialist disciplinary textbook knowledge. For

example, if sociologists are simply invited to offer a broad
“sociological perspective” on issues such as the COVID-19 pan-
demic, this raises questions about whether they can be considered
experts in such settings. Conversely, a scientific expert cannot
automatically be classified as a visible scientist—although they
may become so, such as the virologist mentioned in the intro-
duction, who came to dominate public communication about the
pandemic in Germany.

The relationship between the concept of public sociology and
the aforementioned categories remains somewhat ambiguous, not
least because these terms are rarely discussed in relation to one
another (Neun 2017). While Burawoy does relate his notion of
public sociology to the expertise delivered by professional socio-
logical research, it remains unclear whether sociologists who
engage with the public necessarily do so in the role of experts
(Burawoy 2005; 2021). An alternative and less ambiguous con-
ceptualization is suggested by Gans, who understands the public
sociologist as a specific form of the public intellectual: “Public
intellectuals comment on whatever issues show up on the public
agenda; public sociologists do so only on issues to which they can
apply their sociological insights and findings” (Gans 2002, 8).
While that obviously includes one aspect of Peters’ character-
ization of an expert in problem-solving contexts, the public
sociologist does not appear to be limited to this expert role as they
might communicate more general sociological perspectives.
Compared to the concept of the visible scientist, Gans’ under-
standing of the public sociologist is less demanding as he suggests
that sociologists teaching undergraduate students can be regarded
as public sociologists, as students can be seen as future members
of the general public (Gans 2002).

The missing link between the idea of public sociology and the
two other conceptual frameworks might be explained by Bur-
awoy’s emphasis on organic public sociology and the corre-
sponding neglect of traditional public sociology (Burawoy 2005,
7). Organic public sociology maintains “an intimate, organic
connection between sociologists and their constituency”
(Burawoy 2021, 6) beyond passive mainstream publics as reached
by large dissemination media (Burawoy 2005; 2021). This focus
on dialog and engagement raises doubts as to whether the term
“public sociologist” is useful as an a priori category, since it
implies that sociologists who appear in the media primarily adopt
a dialogical stance towards the public. A further difficulty, in the
context of our research, arises from Burawoy’s distinction
between “public sociology” and “policy sociology” as two forms of
sociological labor grounded in different types of knowledge
(Table 1). While this distinction makes sense analytically, it does
not do justice to the fact that in situations of post-normal science
communication the “public” and the “policy-makers” often are
intentionally or unintentionally addressed at the same time: For
example, a scientist may formally address the public in a televi-
sion interview while implicitly speaking to policy-makers—or vice
versa (Schrögel and Humm 2019; Cassidy 2021). Burawoy’s
concept therefore is only of limited value to our exploratory
investigation, which is not designed to analyze either the specific
style of sociologists’ communication or the type of knowledge
they employ, as both aims would require an in-depth qualitative
analysis.

Table 1 The division of sociological labor (adapted from Burawoy 2021, 36).

KNOWLEDGE FOR WHOM?

Academic audience Extra-academic audience

KNOWLEDGE FOR WHAT? Instrumental Knowledge Professional Sociology Policy Sociology
Reflexive Knowledge Critical Sociology Public Sociology
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Given that none of the three frameworks provides a satisfactory
fit, we use the conceptually less demanding and empirically more
inclusive term communicating sociologist for all sociologists who
appear in the media, either actively (e.g., writing guest articles or
acting as interview partners) or passively (e.g., being cited or
referred to by journalists).

In another respect, however, our conceptual framework is very
close to Burawoy’s reflection of the “division of sociological labor”
(Burawoy 2005, 9; Table 1, cf. Burawoy 2021). Our differentiation
between a world of academic communication (via the traditional
channels of the academic publication system) and a world of
public communication (via various media platforms) resonates
with the distinction of an academic and an extra-academic
audience. However, while the division and categorization of
sociological labor are obviously relevant aspects of Burawoy’s
work, they are not empirically examined. Rather, Burawoy takes a
normative stand and invites professional sociologists, in parti-
cular, to also engage in public sociology, underlining that “pro-
fessional sociology depends for its vitality upon the continual
challenge of public issues through the vehicle of public sociology”
(Burawoy 2005, 15). He also emphasizes that “[p]rofessional
sociology is not the enemy of policy and public sociology but the
sine qua non of their existence—providing both legitimacy and
expertise for policy and public sociology” (Burawoy 2005, 10).
However, his argument does not extend beyond the anecdotal
whenever it comes to the question of how sociologists actually
combine the different modes of research and communication.
Burawoy does not, in other words, indicate whether the same
sociologist would ideally conduct both “professional”, “critical”,
“policy”, and “public” work—and how these activities relate to
each other in the everyday life and identity work of an empirical
individual.

Data and methods
In order to analyze the relation between the public and the aca-
demic mode of communication of German-speaking sociologists
in the COVID-19 context, we use two different types of data:
media contributions and research contributions. Because we are
particularly interested in those sociologists who communicate in
both spheres, we have based our study on a comprehensive body
of publicly available data sources. Using detailed search queries,
we created one corpus that includes sociological contributions to
public communication in a two-year period (2020–2021), and
another corpus that includes the thematically relevant academic
publications by sociologists in a four-year period (2020–2023).

For the first corpus, media contributions related to the pan-
demic showing an explicit reference to a German-speaking
sociologist, e.g. in the form of guest authors, interview partners,
or cited or mentioned as experts, were manually retrieved from
German press reviews, newspaper archives, and radio transcripts.
The selection of media sources was based on the objective to
ensure a comprehensive representation of German media outlets
with diverse political orientations and a substantial national
reach. To start, we included all articles and radio contributions
listed in the German Sociological Association’s (DGS) pandemic-
related press review (383 items). The corpus was then supple-
mented by an extensive search for news articles from the full text
archives of three German daily newspapers: Die Tageszeitung
(194 items), Die Welt (125 items), and Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung (106 items). Finally, we searched transcripts of radio
contributions from the German public radio channel Deuts-
chlandfunk (275 items). There were overlaps between the DGS
corpus and the other news sources, which were removed manu-
ally. We also manually removed mentions of canonical sociolo-
gists like Bourdieu, Luhmann or Focault who had passed away

before 2020. All media contributions were manually classified
into ‘active’ (interviews and guest contributions) and ‘passive’
(quotations and mentions) forms of communication. The final
dataset encompasses 1083 media contributions by German-
speaking sociologists between February 2020 and December 2021.

For the second corpus, we used various academic publication
databases. In a first step, Web of Science (core collection) was
searched for articles related to the pandemic and published
between January 2020 and December 2023, authored by one or
more sociologists with a German affiliation.3 However, biblio-
metric databases such as Web of Science are characterized by an
underrepresentation of non-English contributions and publica-
tions other than journal articles, especially from the social sci-
ences (Mongeon and Paul-Hus 2016; Vera-Baceta et al. 2019).
Since in relevant parts of the German sociological field it is still
common to publish in German and in the form of books and
contributions to edited volumes (Schmidt-Wellenburg and
Schmitz 2023), we incorporated anthologies and monographs as
well as contributions to edited volumes into the dataset. We
retrieved them from the databases of the most relevant German
publishing companies, such as Beltz Juventa, Campus, Springer
VS, and Transcript. Additional sources included publications
from the journal SOZIOLOGIE (not listed in web of science/
SSCI) and conference reports from the German Sociological
Association (DGS), as these are key venues for the academic
sociological communication in Germany. Subsequently, the
individual contributions to publications in the form of author-
ships were extracted from the research publications and trans-
ferred to a dedicated data format. Thus, our units of analysis are
not publications, but individual authorship contributions. For
example, an article with three co-authors would be integrated into
our corpus in the form of three individual sociologists, each
contributing to the sphere of academic publishing.4 The final
dataset contains 1505 research contributions from 1224 authors
retrieved from 669 publications.

Data collection was conducted between March 2023 and May
2024. In order to ensure the validity of the data, a thorough
review process was implemented. Data quality checks include
manual review of all abstracts and content descriptions to con-
firm thematic alignment with the COVID-19 context, a manual
deduplication procedure to eliminate duplicates, and a manual
disambiguation procedure to assign unique person-Ids which we
used to integrate both datasets. The final dataset contains infor-
mation on the types of media and research contributions as well
as the number of research and media contributions of the com-
municating sociologists. Finally, the dataset was enriched with
socio-structural context information of all authors: gender, aca-
demic degrees, and professional positions were manually col-
lected and integrated into the existing dataset.

To address RQ1 and RQ2, we will first examine the location
and form of sociological communication on the topic of the
COVID-19 pandemic by analyzing media and research con-
tributions with respect to their type and temporal distribution.
Subsequently, the analysis turns to the sociologists responsible for
these contributions, focusing on their socio-structural character-
istics, including academic degree and gender. We then continue
by addressing RQ3 by testing the correlation between the number
of research contributions and the number of media contributions.
In particular, we use Kendall’s rank correlation coefficient Tau b
(Kendall 1938; 1945). In contrast to Pearson’s correlation coef-
ficient and Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient, Kendall’s Tau
b is particularly suitable for our data: Firstly, it can deal with the
highly skewed distribution of both variables due to its non-
parametric property. Secondly, it is robust against the existing
outliers in our data by considering only the rank/order of the
values. Thirdly, it can deal with the high number of zero values in
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the data by taking ties (equal ranks) into account and correcting
the parameter accordingly.

Results
In order to examine the venues and forms of public and academic
communication of German-speaking sociologists during the
COVID-19 pandemic, we will first describe the media and
research contributions in a comparative and descriptive manner
(RQ1). Second, we will characterize the sociologists commu-
nicating in both spheres using socio-structural indicators (RQ2).

Figure 1 shows a comparison of the types of media and
research contributions. The predominant format through which
German-speaking sociologists communicated with external pub-
lics was the interview (n= 314). While the number of guest
articles is comparatively low (n= 86), it should be noted that
these often were particularly visible forms of communication—
which also could be cited as academic literature by peers. In
between these two ‘active’ forms of communication we find dif-
ferent types of ‘passive’ forms: single and multiple citations
(n= 166+ 241) and mentions (n= 175). Typically, citations
refer to publications (both scholarly and popular), interviews, or
background conversations with sociologists whose statements are
then selectively quoted in journalistic articles. Mentions, by

contrast, refer only to the researcher’s name, sometimes in
association with theoretical concepts or ideas in a more abstract
way. When comparing the forms of active and passive commu-
nication, the latter account for the larger share of media con-
tributions. With regard to academic communication, Fig. 1 (right
side) shows that research contributions during the COVID-19
pandemic took place predominantly in the form of journal arti-
cles (n= 747) and contributions to edited volumes (n= 665). Not
surprisingly, monographs and editorships of anthologies account
only for a small proportion of the corpus (n= 92)—however, as
these formats are more time-consuming for the authors, they
indicate a particularly high academic engagement.

Figure 2 illustrates the number of media and research con-
tributions over time. Media contributions increased sharply
during the initial phase of the pandemic and peaked in the second
quarter of 2020 (n= 284), before declining from the second half
of 2020 through 2021. Conversely, research contributions were
virtually non-existent at the onset of 2020. It was not before the
third quarter of 2020 that a substantive number of articles and
edited volumes had been published (n= 112). Academic output
increased slightly and reached its peak in the first quarter of 2023,
after which it declined until the end of the observation period.5

This temporal discrepancy suggests that German-speaking

Fig. 1 Types of media and research contributions.

Fig. 2 Number of media and research contributions over time (2020–2023).
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sociologists initially communicated mainly through the media,
while academic communication gained momentum only with a
delay, particularly since the second half of 2020. While this pat-
tern is not surprising, however, it raises the question of whether
the authors of these latecoming publications had already publicly
communicated about their respective subjects during the first
phase of the pandemic. As we will discuss later, this does not
seem to be the case.

Figure 3 shows that there is a divergence in the distribution of
types of media contributions within the three German-language
daily newspapers Tageszeitung (taz), Die Welt, and Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung (FAZ), as well as the public radio channel
(Deutschlandfunk). Interviews, specifically, dominate the Deuts-
chlandfunk, constituting 37% of its sociological media contribu-
tions. In contrast, the daily newspapers typically do not print
complete interviews with sociologists. Rather, around 80% of the
contributions are citations and mentions of sociologists in news
articles written by journalists. The guest article type of commu-
nication exhibits a remarkably high frequency in the politically
left-leaning taz (n= 22). Die Welt, which is politically more right-
leaning, as well as the conservative FAZ publish a significantly
lower number of sociological guest articles (n= 5 and n= 4). In

contrast to other media outlets, the FAZ is distinguished by a very
low share of ‘active’ sociological media contributions (6%),
whereas 94% of the contributions are ‘passive’, comprising cita-
tions and mentions.

So far, we have examined the venues and forms of media and
research contributions. In the following, we focus on the authors
behind these contributions, examining some basic socio-
structural patterns in order to answer the question of who are
the sociologists engaging in public and academic communication
about the pandemic. Figure 4 illustrates the distribution of aca-
demic degrees across the subsets of sociologists with one, two, or
more media or research contributions. If we first look at those
sociologists who engage in academic communication via tradi-
tional research publications (right side), we can see a balanced
relation between those who hold a professorship (46%) and those
who do not (<PhDs: 18%; PhD: 36%). In the group of sociologists
with three or more research contributions, the proportion of
professors increases slightly to 56%. If we now compare the
proportion of professors among sociologists who communicated
publicly via media contributions during the COVID-19 pan-
demic, their relative number is considerably higher. Thus, among
those with one or two media contributions, over 69% hold a

Fig. 3 Top media outlets by type of media contribution.

Fig. 4 Academic degree by media contribution and research contribution.
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professorship, while among those with three or more contribu-
tions, over 87% hold a professorship. The high proportion of
professors can also be attributed to the selectivity exercised by the
media, which tend to prioritize scientific credibility, such as
academic titles, when choosing their sources and interviewees.

Figure 5 shows the distribution of gender within the groups of
sociologists with one, two, or more media or research contribu-
tions. Sociologists who have contributed to one research pub-
lication regarding the COVID-19 pandemic are roughly equally
male (50.6%) or female (49.4%). However, this relation becomes
more unequal among sociologists with two or more research
contributions: in this subset of the corpus, the proportion of
female authors decreases to approximately 40%. The unequal
distribution is strikingly stronger among publicly communicating
sociologists. Here, between 68% and 75% of contributors are
male.

So far, we analyzed the two complete corpora of German-
speaking sociologists who communicated about the COVID-19
pandemic either in the public or in the academic sphere. How-
ever, the majority of these sociologists appeared only once either
in the public sphere or in the academic sphere and thus cannot be
readily classified as ‘public experts’ or ‘academic experts’. Rather,
they are occasional visitors in one of the two worlds. Therefore, it
makes sense to take a closer look at a subset of particularly
productive contributors in both worlds. To do so, for each corpus
we selected the 10 sociologists with the highest number of
contributions.

Figure 6 shows the ‘Top 10’ sociologists in the public sphere, as
well as the types of their media contributions. All of them hold a
professorship, 8 of 10 are male, and most of them are between 60
and 70 years old. What is not shown in the figure is their con-
tribution to the research corpus: 6 of 10 show zero research
publications, 2 of 10 show one research publication, and another
2 of 10 show three research publications. We also analyzed the
research profile of this Top 10 subset. It seems that most of the
publicly visible sociologists have some background in macro-
sociology and/or sociological theory.

In comparison, Fig. 7 shows the Top 10 sociologists with the
highest number of research contributions. Within this group, only
4 of 10 hold a professorship, 3 from the remaining 6 have a PhD,
7 of 10 are male, and on average, they are between 30 and 50
years old. In terms of subdisciplinary specialization, they cover a
wide range of research areas: macrosociology, social theory,

economics, family studies, and empirical research in contexts
such as education, social inequality, and political sociology. When
looking at the distribution of the number of research contribu-
tions, the difference between the first rank and the subsequent
ranks is striking. Furthermore, rank one stands out due to its
relatively high number of five media contributions. In contrast,
ranks 2 to 9 show no media contributions at all. In terms of
publication types, book publications (including contributions to
edited volumes) predominate. Only one sociologist in this Top
10 subset shows more contributions to journal articles than book
publications. An explanation of this case could be the quantitative
empirical focus.

A comparison of sociologists who communicate most fre-
quently externally in the form of media contributions with those
who communicate most frequently internally in the form of
research contributions can highlight similarities as well as dif-
ferences. Both groups share a large proportion of men and the
steep difference between rank one and the subsequent ranks in
terms of contributions. Furthermore, sociologists with a high
number of media or research contributions tend to have few, if
any, contributions in the respective other world. However, a few
stand out because they communicate in both spheres, combining
internal and external modes of communication. Both groups
differ in terms of their average age, academic degree, and research
focus. The Top 10 media contributors are older on average,
consist exclusively of professors, and are primarily oriented
towards macro sociological topics and sociological theory. In
contrast, the Top 10 research contributors are younger, mostly
without professorial titles, and conduct research on a more het-
erogeneous range of research topics, particularly empirical
research.

After examining research and media contributions separately,
our final research question (RQ3) deals with the inter-
connectedness of the two worlds: To answer this question, we
investigate possible correlations between public and academic
communication activities. Table 2 and Fig. 8 illustrate the rela-
tionship between the number of media contributions and the
number of research contributions using a cross-tabulation table
and a graphical representation using a Sankey diagram. These
representations show for both variables a highly uneven and
skewed distribution. The number of media contributions ranges
from 0 to 73 (mean= 0.67; standard deviation= 3.01; med-
ian=0). The majority of sociologists in our data have no media

Fig. 5 Distribution of gender by media contribution and research contribution.
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appearance (72.9%). However, there are still a lot of sociologists
who actually contributed to public communication in the pan-
demic context: 300 (18.9%) appeared in the media once, 56
(3.5%) twice, and 77 (4.8%) three or more times during the study
period. The number of research contributions ranges from 0 to 12
(mean= 0.95, standard deviation= 0.82, median= 1). 367

sociologists in the dataset (23%) show no contribution to a
publication related to the pandemic, 1053 are involved in one
(66.2%), 111 in two (7%), and 60 (3.8%) in three or more pub-
lications. A comparison of the marginal distributions of both
variables suggests that a considerable proportion of sociologists
who received little or no media coverage are contrasted with a

Fig. 7 Top sociologists by number of research contributions.

Fig. 6 Top sociologists by number of media contributions.
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smaller group of individual sociologists who were frequently
featured in the media. In contrast, publication behavior on the
topic of the COVID-19 pandemic is less strongly characterized by
a dichotomy between a small group of ‘stars’ and the rest of the
field, which suggests a scientific debate characterized by a wider
range of research contributions.

Furthermore, Fig. 8 and Table 2 illustrate the overlap between
the group of sociologists contributing to media debates on the
COVID-19 pandemic and those contributing to the academic
discourse via publications. In the light of the old linear model,
which assumes a knowledge transfer from scientific publications
to the public sphere, it is particularly noteworthy that a large
proportion of sociologists who appear in the media in the context
of the pandemic do not show any research contributions. Among
those who appear once in the media corpus, 90.3% did not
publish a COVID-19 related research paper in the period
2020–2023. However, for those with more media appearances, the
likelihood that they also published academically, increases: Of
those who appear twice in the media corpus, 23.2% have research
contributions, of those who appear three times or more, 31.2%
contributed to academic research. In contrast, 87.2% of those who
do not appear in the media have published academically once,
8.6% twice, and 4.2% three or more times. On the whole, a rather
small number of 66 sociologists (4.1%) in the dataset have one or
more media contributions as well as one or more research
contributions—this is a subgroup that actually navigates both
worlds.

Finally, we performed a statistical test to determine the cor-
relation between media and research contributions. The rela-
tionship between the two variables (in the full range of values) is
tested by the rank correlation parameter Kendall’s tau b (see
Table 3). The correlation parameter between the number of
media contributions and number of research contributions has a
value of -0.676 and shows a high significance. This indicates a
strong negative correlation between the number of media con-
tributions and the number of research contributions and there-
fore (a) a correspondence between a high number of media
contributions and a low number of research contributions and (b)
a correspondence between a high number of research contribu-
tions and a low number of media contributions.

Discussion, limitations and further research
Our results strongly suggest that in Germany, the communication
of sociological knowledge regarding the COVID-19 pandemic
took place in two largely separate worlds, populated by two dis-
junctive groups of sociologists. However, the study also points to
a subset of 66 sociologists navigating both worlds. We have
characterized these two worlds as the public sphere on the one
hand and the academic sphere on the other. Certainly, this dis-
tinction of two modes of communicating sociological knowledge
comes as no surprise as it relates to the traditional distinction
between external and internal science communication (Schäfer
et al. 2015; Dogruel and Beck 2017; Leßmöllmann and Gloning
2019). However, science communication researchers have rarely
studied the actual relationship of the modes of communication in
the context of acute crisis situations. Against this background, a
key insight of our study is the significant divide between the
public and the academic sphere. Thus, we present further evi-
dence for questioning the adequacy of the linear model of science
communication (Horst 2011; Lewenstein 2022).

To contextualize our findings about sociologists’ media con-
tributions we first have to consider the problem of journalistic
selectivity. Which sociologists contributed to the media coverage
and in what form depends not only on the sociologists’ engage-
ment, but more so on journalistic decisions—which do not
necessarily align with scientific criteria (Weingart and Pansegrau
1999). Nevertheless, our findings indicate that media selection in
the context of COVID-19 did prefer sociologists holding a pro-
fessorship. This confirms previous findings indicating that jour-
nalistic selection of communicating sociologists somehow is
oriented towards those holding reputable positions within acade-
mia (Goodell 1977; Boyce 2006; Albæk 2011). Since our study does
not focus the journalistic selection process, we cannot say whether
selection is driven by reputation itself or rather by sociologists’
prior media appearances, which may correlate with their reputation
(Lehmkuhl and Leidecker-Sandmann 2019). Regarding the per-
spective of the sociologists featured in the media, the prevalence of
professors suggests that communicating sociologists tend to build
their public communication upon sound scientific work in accor-
dance with the scientific ethos (Rödder 2012). This may also apply
to the considerable number of postdoc sociologists and even to

Table 2 Crosstable number of persons by media and research contributions.

Research contributions Total

0 1 2 3+

Media contributions 0 0 (0%) 1009 (87.21%) 99 (8.56%) 49 (4.24%) 1157 (72.77%)
1 271 (90.33%) 21 (7.00%) 5 (1.67%) 3 (1.00%) 300 (18.87%)
2 43 (76.79%) 9 (16.07%) 3 (5.36%) 1 (1.79%) 56 (3.52%)
3+ 53 (68.83%) 13 (16.88%) 4 (5.19%) 7 (9.09%) 77 (4.84%)
Total 367 (23.08%) 1052 (66.16%) 111 (6.98%) 60 (3.77%) 1590 (100%)

Fig. 8 Relationship between media and research contributions.

Table 3 Correlation between number of media contributions
and number of research contributions.

Variable 1 Number of media contributions
Variable 2 Number of research contributions
Correlation parameter Kendall’s
Tau-b

–0.676

z-Value –29.013
p value <0.001
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some sociologists without a PhD who contribute to the public
sphere once or twice. This also raises questions about the pre-
conditions that shape sociologists’ willingness to engage with
journalists and the wider public (Besley et al. 2018), particularly in
relation to their institutional background (Entradas et al. 2020;
Bucchi et al. 2022). However, our investigation cannot provide
empirical insights on those aspects.

Looking at those sociologists with a particularly high number
of media contributions, our findings confirm insights of previous
research on the characteristics of “visible scientists” for the field of
sociology. While most of them did not contribute to the academic
sphere regarding COVID-19 within the four years following the
outbreak of the pandemic, their reputation appears to be pri-
marily founded upon their institutional position and from pre-
vious contributions within the academic sphere with a more
general sociological relevance. With regard to these visible
sociologists, it is furthermore noticeable that their socio-structural
characteristics broadly correspond to what Joubert et al. (2023)
have identified as the attributes of “most visible scientists” or
“pandem-icons” from their respective country: Most of them are
older than 50, male, and hold reputational positions. However, we
cannot assess the majority of the qualified attributes investigated
by Joubert et al., such as their public image, communication style,
or whether they contributed outside their expertise. Subsequent
studies on sociologists’ contributions to the public sphere should
therefore work with more qualitative approaches than our
exploration does. For example, our preliminary analysis of the
Top 10 most visible sociologists’ specializations and denomina-
tions suggests one striking commonality that could be examined
further: they mostly relate to broad fields of general sociology,
macrosociology, or sociological theory. In other words: they are
well prepared to provide broader sociological perspectives and
diagnoses—but less prepared to communicate insights from the
various sociological subfields dealing with more specific empirical
questions.

Viewing the number of contributions to the separate worlds of
the public and the academic sphere, our findings indicate a
situation of “post-normal sociology” (Townsley 2015; Thorpe
2022)—particularly in the first three months after the onset of the
pandemic as the numbers of contributions in the public sphere
exceed those for the academic sphere by far. The observation that
contributions to the academic sphere come into play with a
certain time lag supports the perception of the traditional aca-
demic publication system being too slow and inflexible facing the
urgency of the situation. That raises the question whether com-
municating sociological knowledge within the public sphere can
be considered a substitute with regard to the time-consuming
procedure of communicating in the academic sphere. In other
words: To what extent do sociologists direct their communication
in the public sphere also to their colleagues within the academic
field and how is this communication perceived by their peers? An
example for such a case is the interview with Habermas that we
mentioned in the introduction of this paper (Schwering 2020)
and which has been cited in several academic publications6.

The temporal gap between media contributions and research
contributions also points to a follow-up question that has not yet
been systematically addressed in the literature: Do sociologists
who publicly comment on acute crises in ‘real time’ later elabo-
rate and publish their reflections in academic formats? If so, this
would amount to an inversion of the linear model of science
communication: instead of academic research informing public
communication, publicly articulated, practice-oriented reflections
would stimulate academic research questions and projects.
Although such a trajectory might appear plausible, our data
provide no evidence for it: In the COVID-19 pandemic it was
unlikely that German-speaking sociologists who spoke out

publicly in the early phase went on to publish academic research
on the topic within the subsequent four years.

As indicated above, public communication by sociologists may,
at least in part, also be directed toward academic peers. This
brings to mind earlier diagnoses that media transformations have
blurred the demarcation line between public and academic
communication (Trench 2008; Neuberger and Jarren 2017). Most
research on this topic has focused the role of social media and
academic network sites (Jordan 2014; Kapidzic 2018; Díaz-Faes
et al. 2019; Biermann and Taddicken 2025). By contrast,
Wagenknecht (2012) analyzes an instructive case in which aca-
demic debate had been relocated to the public sphere: a fierce
controversy among German historians and archeologists about
some contested findings and interpretations in Troy research,
conducted in national newspapers through interviews and guest
articles. While our findings show that interviews are the most
common form of media contributions, guest articles account for
the smallest share. Considering both of them to be ‘active’ forms
of public communication, they are most likely used for academic
communication within the public sphere. Whether such instances
are included in our dataset, however, remains unclear, as
answering this would require further qualitative and bibliometric
analysis of the contributions in the public sphere; but that lies
beyond the scope of our exploratory research design. Further
research could therefore examine the interconnection of com-
munication in the public and the academic sphere more sys-
tematically—for example, by analyzing to what extent public
contributions become cited in academic publications or function
as initial presentations of novel research findings.

When interpreting our findings through the lens of Burawoy’s
notion of public sociology, the key question is whether a sys-
tematic division of sociological labor exists between internal and
external forms of science communication. At first sight, our
findings confirm Burawoy’s idea of such a division—at least with
regard to the different audiences addressed: professional and
critical sociology primarily target academic audiences, whereas
policy and public sociology speak to extra-academic audiences.
However, our data do not allow us to evaluate qualitative aspects
of the kind of “labor” performed in the two separate worlds. With
regard Burawoy’s distinction of “instrumental knowledge” and
“reflexive knowledge”, for example, we have no insights whether
the COVID-19 related knowledge communicated by the sociol-
ogists in our data can be considered as either instrumental or
reflexive. In other words: Our study confirms a division of labor
in terms of where communication occurs—in the public or aca-
demic sphere—but cannot determine what kind of sociology is
being practiced. Further research is needed to analyze the public
contributions of sociologists and their relation to “normal”
sociological research or “professional sociology”.

In view of this division of sociological labor, our diagnosis of a
significant separation between communication in the public and
the academic sphere brings us back to a longstanding problem in
science communication research: how to qualify the link between
public communication and underlying scientific expertise. This
concerns, in particular, the traditional operationalization and
evaluation of scientific expertise of researchers who communicate
in the public sphere. The common assumption is that expertise is
documented through publications and citations within the aca-
demic sphere (Ioannidis et al. 2021; Leidecker-Sandmann et al.
2022). At first glance, this seems convincing, since academic
publications—especially when being cited—clearly indicate what
Collins and Evans (2007) would consider as “contributory
expertise” within a given subject domain. However, we argue that
this representation of scientific expertise is too narrow and
remains caught up in a simplified linear model. In our case of
communicating sociologists in the COVID-19 pandemic, the
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limitations of such an operationalization are evident. If we con-
sider sociological expertise on COVID-19 to be held only by those
who have published on the topic within the academic sphere, our
findings would lead to a devastating conclusion: the substantial
disconnect between the public and the academic sphere would
amount to a worrisome, if not alarming, disconnect between
public communication and sociological expertise.

The presence of 367 sociologists in our dataset who contributed
to the public but not to the academic sphere in the COVID-19
context challenges the assumption that expertise must first be
validated within the academic sphere before entering the public
realm. To make sense of this finding, both the specificity of
sociology as a discipline and the post-normal context of the
pandemic need to be considered. The COVID-19 pandemic
represented an unprecedented global crisis characterized by
uncertainty, incomplete knowledge in all disciplines, and the
urgent need for action. We argue that this context constitutes a
textbook case for “post-normal science communication” (Brüg-
gemann et al. 2020), characterized by a departure from the linear
model in which scientific knowledge must first be developed and
legitimized academically before being communicated publicly.
This shift may also affect the normative structure of the scientific
field. Rödder’s work on human genome research, for example,
suggests that public visibility traditionally presupposes “sound
scientific work” (Rödder 2012, 8, cf. Rödder 2009). From this
perspective, public engagement without prior contributions to
academic publications might be perceived as a violation of sci-
entific norms and values (Merton 1973; Bucchi 2015). However,
the urgency and uncertainty of the pandemic may have lowered
the thresholds for legitimate public communication.

In other words, we may have witnessed the emergence of a
post-normal type of expertise—developed by engaged sociologists
in vivo within in the public sphere, bypassing traditional channels
of academic communication. Whether this is a positive devel-
opment that enables innovative and “fast” forms of knowledge
production cannot be answered by our study. Further research is
needed to assess the quality, originality, fruitfulness, and
robustness of this post-normal sociological knowledge production
in the public sphere.

Data availability
The datasets generated during and analysed during the current
study are not publicly available due to the inclusion of informa-
tion about individual persons and the potential to draw conclu-
sions about individual persons based on the anonymised data.
Datasets are available from the corresponding author on rea-
sonable request.
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Notes
1 Against this background, Christian Drosten was very well prepared for the new
situation. In January 2020, he was a central actor in an international network that
developed a PCR diagnostic test for the new virus. Furthermore, as director of the
institute of virology at the Charité in Berlin he held a key institutional position in the
medical research landscape.

2 In this brief reference to Collins and Evans, we cannot do justice to the ongoing debate
about their concepts of expertise. For example, there is a discussion about different
“types of immersion” that need to be taken into account when assessing expertise
(Ribeiro and Lima 2016). Our point here is simply that most theories of expertise—as
well as media discourse—share the assumption that academic experts are defined by
their actual research experience, which may involve varying degrees of practical
“immersion”.

3 The search via Web of Science was carried out using the following search string:
“Corona” OR “Covid-19” OR “Pandemic” OR “Pandemie” OR “Corona-Pandemie”.
Internal database filters were also used: The document type ‘Article’, the Web-of-
Science category ‘Sociology’, Country/Region ‘Germany’ or ‘Austria’ or ‘Switzerland’
and the Publication Year 2020–2023.

4 As a result, not only the contributions to publications from German sociologists are
integrated into our dataset, but also the contributions of their co-authors. Therefore, it
should be noted that a few individuals who may not meet the search criteria of the
media dataset are also taken into account. This caveat must be taken into account
when analyzing the data.

5 As these data were collected in early 2024, the picture might look slightly different
today due to delays in entries being made to the databases.

6 As of the writing of this article, google scholar indexes 81 citations of this interview.
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