Sociologists Outside Academia

Notes and issues arising from Sociologists Outside Academia 2nd  annual gathering in Birmingham October 2008.

We introduced ourselves to each other and discussed what we wanted from the meeting and/or the group in general. The comments were similar to last years e.g. for SOAg to be a support network and to give members a sense of identity as sociologists even though they are not in academia. Our current function is a status raising group – primarily raising the status and value of sociologists outside academia within the British Sociological Association. 

Part of raising status is bringing attention to the BSA EC/EMT the issues sociologists outside of academia face. There is a special urgency of issues for sociologists who are outside of academia and have physical disabilities. It was noted at the meeting that the SOA group includes many disabled or long term sick individuals (including two wheelchair users at this meeting).  Having digital journal access and maintaining or developing contacts with sociologists in academia for networking is particularly problematic. 

Digital library access. 

Annika Coughlin set up a free 30 day trial with EBSCO. In January 2009 Annika has been quoted £4000 per year for 100 people or £7,000 per year for 2000+ members to have access to SocIndex with full text. If this member benefit was marketed properly, Annika believes many new members would be attracted to join the BSA and retain their memberships. Members would also be willing to pay a higher membership fee for this extra service. It would potentially be a good and useful member benefit to those attracted to the new ‘Early Career Group,’ within the BSA.

Mentoring scheme. Annika brought the idea of a BSA supported mentoring scheme to the councils attention in June 08 but the idea was rejected by the EMT for being too risky and open to abuse. Some SOAg members were disappointed and one wrote to the BSA EMT to ask for clarification and to reconsider. Annika Coughlin and Julie Cappleman-Morgan followed up a request from the EMT following receipt of the letter, to put forward a proposal again. The word mentoring has been re-phrased to “critical friend”. We await a response. If it is accepted, Annika and Julie would need active help from SOAg members to make it happen. An improved searchable members database with options for people to state if they wish to be critical friends is a simple way in which “mentoring” could happen in a safe way i.e. the responsibility isn’t with the BSA but with individuals in the BSA community. Some form of mentoring is something that the Early Career group may benefit from.

BSA retention and recruitment

SOAg has potential to help with retention and recruitment of members to the BSA. Some members said they might not have stayed with the BSA if it wasn’t for SOAg. We have also a few examples of people joining SOAg first and then joining the BSA second.  SOAg members often remark how good a service the group has been to them through the mailing list and face to face meetings.

Public Sociology

We see ourselves as having the potential in assisting with issues around the reputation of sociology, encouraging people to the discipline, raising awareness of a variety of careers, getting involved in the public sociology movement. Sociologists Outside Academia would like to organise a status-raising event in the future. We have future ambitions to raise the status of sociologists outside of academia internationally working with The Australian Sociological Association (TASA). Work on this will commence in 2009 as with investigations into the possibilities of an international applied sociology website with TASA leading.

Third convenor


The SOA group needs a third convenor in order to expand and achieve all our aims and objectives. Annika now works in academia (although not in a sociology department) on a fixed term contract, Julie works in the public sector but has had to minimize her involvement in the group temporarily. A third convenor from a different background may help us to represent the member constituency better and boost the group.

In summary the overall aims and objectives are to 

· Strengthen the idea that we are first and foremost sociologists regardless of our circumstances.

· Raise the profile and value of sociologists working largely outside the academy.

· Raise the status of sociological work undertaken beyond an academic context.

· Raise awareness of the support needed by sociologists outside of academia.

Issues to discuss at Council (February 13th 2009):

1. Possibility of subscribing to SocIndex with full text

2. Mentoring/critical friend update

3. Third convenor

Any comments? Please email annika.coughlin@gmail.com

