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1. Empirical testing and further development of sociological middle-range theories  

There has been a debate in sociological research about the relationship between theory and empirical 
research. On the one hand, this debate concerns the question of what is meant by "theory" or "good 

theory" (Abend 2008) and what significance empirical studies should have in the further development 

and testing of theories (Besbris & Khan 2017). On the other hand, it is about quality assurance in socio-

logical research (Otte et al. 2023). This debate is also being conducted in the field of quantitative em-
pirical science research with a focus on "middle-range theories." Such middle-range theories, as defined 

by sociologist Robert K. Merton, are a prerequisite for gradual, cumulative advancement of knowledge 

in empirical-analytical sociological research. In this regard, Heinze & Jappe (2020) argue that there are 
middle-range theories that have not yet been subjected to empirical testing. Instead of formulating new 

theories, the authors recommend examining existing theories more closely empirically using concrete 

examples, thereby consolidating and further developing them. The following section explains which me-
dium-range sociological theories are being empirically tested in Prof. Heinze's research group or used 

for the analytical structuring of empirical questions. This includes PhD dissertation projects from the 

DFG-funded Research Training Group "Transformations of Science and Technology since 1800: Topics, 

Processes, Institutions" (RTG 2696). 

1.1 Theory and sociology of professions 

A prominent sociological middle-range theory is the theory of professions by Abbott (1988, 1991). To 

date, there have been few analyses in which this theory has been empirically tested. New expert groups 
and expert organizations that attempt to establish a new jurisdiction for a complex social problem in 

various social arenas (e. g., public opinion, politics) are particularly suitable for this purpose. In a re-
search project (BMBF-01PY13013, duration: 2014-2018) and a doctoral dissertation linked to this pro-

ject (completed in 2018), evaluative bibliometrics was examined in detail (Petersohn 2016; Jappe et al. 

2018; Petersohn & Heinze 2018; Cox et al. 2019; Jappe 2019; Heinze & Jappe 2020; Jappe & Heinze 

2020). This is a relatively young professional field that provides a basis for decision-making in science 

management and science and technology policy. Abbott's theoretical framework (Fig. 1) allows us to 

analyze the competition for professional interpretive authority and the rivalry between different groups 
of experts (Fig. 2). A historical-sociological reconstruction of evaluative bibliometrics in the Netherlands 

(Petersohn & Heinze 2018) and a comparison between the Netherlands and Italy (Jappe & Heinze 2023) 

reveal clear differences in the design of national research evaluation systems. 

Another application of the theory of professions of Abbott (1988, 1991) was investigated in the DFG-

funded Research Training Group 2696 "Transformations in Science and Technology since 1800: Topics, 
Processes, Institutions" in a dissertation project completed in 2025 by Dierkes (2025). She shows that 

simulation-based training in so-called skills labs has gradually but fundamentally transformed medical 
education at German universities since the 1980s. She argues that simulation-based training represents 

a professionalization of medical education and a modernization of the knowledge infrastructure in the 

healthcare system. Dierkes discusses the social arenas in which debates within medicine take place and 

argues that the new group of experts has a subordinate jurisdiction in the hierarchical medical education 
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system at German universities. Using the analytical categories of Abbott's profession theory – in con-
junction with concepts of historical institutionalism (cf. 1.3) – this transformation process can be under-
stood and its dynamics explained. 
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Figure1: Theoretical framework of Andrew Abbott's sociol-
ogy of professions. Source: Jappe et al. (2018). 

Figure2: The profession of "evaluative bibliometrics". 
Source: Jappe et al. (2018). 



 3

Jappe, Arlette. 2019. Professional standards in bibliometric research evaluation? A meta-evaluation of 
European assessment practice 2005–2019. PLoS ONE 15:e0231735. 

Jappe, Arlette, David Pithan, Thomas Heinze. 2018. Does bibliometric research confer legitimacy to 
research assessment practice? A sociological study of reputational control, 1972-2016. PLoS 
One 13:e0199031. 

Petersohn, Sabrina, Thomas Heinze. 2018. Professionalization of bibliometric research assessment. 
Insights from the history of the Leiden Centre for Science and Technology Studies (CWTS). 
Science and Public Policy:565-578. 

Heinze, Thomas, Olof Hallonsten. 2017. The reinvention of the SLAC National Accelerator Laboratory, 
1992–2012. History and Technology 33:300-332. 

Heinze, Thomas, Olof Hallonsten, Steffi Heinecke. 2017. Turning the ship: The transformation of DESY, 
1993–2009. Physics in Perspective 19:424-451. 

Hallonsten, Olof, Thomas Heinze. 2016. Preservation of a Laboratory is not a Mission.“ Gradual 
Organizational Renewal in National Laboratories in Germany and the United States. In: 
Innovation in Science and Organizational Renewal. Sociological and Historical Perspectives. 
Hrsg. Thomas Heinze, Richard Münch, S. 117-145. New York: Palgrave. 

Heinecke, S. 2016. The Gradual Transformation of the Polish Public Science System. PLOS One 
e0153260. 

Heinze, Thomas, Richard Münch (Hrsg.) (2016): Innovation in Science and Organizational Renewal. 
Historical and Sociological Perspectives, New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Petersohn, Sabrina. 2016. Professional competencies and jurisdictional claims in evaluative 
bibliometrics: The educational mandate of academic librarians. Education for Information 
32:165-193. 

Hallonsten, Olof, Thomas Heinze. 2015. Formation and Expansion of a New Organizational Field in 
Experimental Science. Science and Public Policy 42:841–854. 

Heinze, Thomas, Olof Hallonsten, Steffi Heinecke. 2015a. From Periphery to Center: Synchrotron 
Radiation at DESY, Part II: 1977-1993. Historical Studies in the Natural Sciences 45:513-548. 

Heinze, Thomas, Olof Hallonsten, Steffi Heinecke. 2015b. From Periphery to Center. Synchrotron 
Radiation at DESY, Part I: 1962-1977. Historical Studies in the Natural Sciences 45:447-492. 

Heinze, Thomas, Richard Münch. 2012. Intellektuelle Erneuerung der Forschung durch institutionellen 
Wandel. In: Institutionelle Erneuerungsfähigkeit der Forschung. Hrsg. Thomas Heinze, Georg 
Krücken, S. 15-38. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften. 

Further literature 

Otte, G., T. Sawert, J. Brüderl, S. Kley, C. Kroneberg, I. Rohlfing. 2023. Gütekriterien in der Soziologie. 
Eine analytisch-empirische Perspektive. Zeitschrift für Soziologie 52:26-49. 

Besbris, Max, Shamus Khan. 2017. Less Theory. More Description. Sociological Theory 35:147-153. 
Brint, S., K. Proctor, K. Mulligan, M. B. Rotondi, R. A. Hanneman. 2012. Declining Academic Fields in 

U.S. Four-Year Colleges and Universities, 1970-2006. Journal of Higher Education 83:582-613. 
Brint, S., K. Proctor, R. A. Hanneman, K. Mulligan, M.B. Rotondi, S.P. Murphy. 2011. Who are the early 

adopters of new academic fields? Comparing four perspectives on the institutionalization of 
degree granting programs in US four-year colleges and Universities, 1970-2005. Higher 
Education 61:563-585. 

Abend, Gabriel. 2008. The Meaning of ‘Theory’. Sociological Theory 26:173-199. 
Greenwood, Royston, Renate E. Meyer. 2008. Influencing Ideas: A Celebration of DiMaggio and Powell 

(1983). Journal of Management Inquiry 17:258-264. 
Bozeman, Barry. 2007. Public Values and Public Interest: Counterbalancing Economic Individualism. 

Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press. 
Edelman, Lauren B., Christopher Uggen, Howars S. Erlanger. 1999. The endogeneity of legal regulation: 

Grievance procedures as rational myth. The American Journal of Sociology 105:406-454. 



 4

Crow, Michael, Barry Bozeman. 1998. Limited by Design. R&D Laboratories in the U.S. National 
Innovation System. New York: Columbia University Press. 

Abbott, Andrew. 1991. The Future of Professions: Occupation and Expertise in the Age of 
Organisation. Research in the Sociology of Organisations 8:17-42. 

DiMaggio, Paul. 1991. Constructing an organizational field as a professional project: US art museums, 
1920–1940. In: The new institutionalism in organizational analysis. Hrsg. Walter W. Powell, 
Paul DiMaggio, S. 267-292. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 

Abbott, Andrew. 1988. The System of Professions. An Essay on the Division of Expert Labor. Chicago: 
University of Chicago. 

Bozeman, Barry. 1987. All organizations are public. Bridging public and private organizational theories. 
San Francisco, London: Jossey-Bass Publishers. 

DiMaggio, Paul, Walter W. Powell. 1983. The Iron Cage Revisited. Institutional Isomorphism and 
Collective Rationality in Organizational Fields. American Sociological Review 48:147-160. 

Meyer, John W., Brian Rowan. 1977. Institutionalized Organizations: Formal Structure as Myth and 
Ceremony. The American Journal of Sociology 83:340-363. 

 


