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Abstract

In this ref lection on the 21 years of Third Sector Review we note the growth 
of the journal and the nature of the research. It is multi-disciplinary, as many 
disciplines contribute, interdisciplinary, as research concepts and findings 
combine disciplines, and transdisciplinary, in that research often originates 
beyond the academy. These qualities, along with our regional focus, have made 
it difficult for the journal to gain a high ranking. However, we argue that these 
qualities are necessary. Being regional means recognising context and avoiding 
claims of universality, but it does not mean being isolated from the international 
f low of ideas. Ultimately, ‘making a difference’ through research means being 
relevant and authoritative and focusing the most useful methods and theories 
to address the challenges faced by our sector.
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Third Sector Review’s history tells of the evolution of an idea 21 years 
ago into a well-established, well-respected contribution to knowledge 
production in the Australian research landscape. Although editions have 
varied in size, there has been a clear trend of expansion from the first 
slim volume of five papers in 1995 to the sometimes hefty editions of 
more recent times, with eight to ten articles. In the first two years there 
was only one issue per year; now two per year is standard. In ref lecting 
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on and celebrating the journal’s 21 years, we, as past long-term editors, 
take the opportunity to discuss some key challenges and debates that 
have surrounded the production of a third sector studies journal in 
Australia.

Even a brief perusal of Third Sector Review’s editions over the past 
21 years reveals the multi-disciplinary nature of third sector research. 
Authors in the journal represent diverse academic disciplines, such as 
sociology, politics, social work, history, law, finance, economics and 
psychology, as well as newer fields such as community development, 
media and communications, and management. This diversity of 
disciplines is in keeping with wider international scholarship, particularly 
in Europe, the United Kingdom and the United States. However, in those 
places, unlike Australian and New Zealand universities and research 
centres, third sector studies, in a range of guises such as philanthropic 
studies or voluntary organisational studies, has become an identified 
disciplinary research field. The lack of institutional support for third 
sector studies in Australia and New Zealand has meant that Third Sector 
Review has relied on independent researchers who have been prepared 
to extend their disciplinary scope and contribute to a body of research 
that is not formally recognised in research performance measures 
in Australia and New Zealand, such as the Australian  government’s 
‘Excellence in Research for Australia’ (ERA) rankings, which it imposes 
on research performance in Australian universities. This marginalisation 
from recognised and formal disciplines has posed significant challenges 
in an increasingly competitive publishing environment, and reveals 
Third Sector Review’s ongoing sustainability as an even more remarkable 
achievement. It is suggested that the reason the journal has not only 
stayed vibrant but even extended its capacity and depth is that third 
sector research is connected to a rich field of practice that offers unique 
possibilities for researchers and practitioners to work together, often 
unified by objectives for a better, more socially just world.

There are, perhaps, strong arguments for dispersing third sector 
research into the diverse fields from which it emerges. For example, 
scholars in social work and community welfare who research third 
sector organisations that deal with welfare provision would publish in 
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journals within their disciplines. Similarly, insights about educational 
organisations would be presented in education journals and management 
in management journals etc. In 2000, Mark Lyons (Lyons & Hocking 
2000), one of the founders of third sector research in Australia, explored 
that argument and found there were strong similarities between the 
research conducted on third sector organisations and that contacted 
on organisations in other sectors in the same field. However, practical 
experience in the not-for-profit sector tells us that something very 
important would be lost through the dispersal of third sector research. 
For example, volunteering is a crucial third sector activity. Although 
volunteering occurs in other sectors, it tends to be a marginal activity 
and not as central to the operation of the sector. But if you take the 
volunteers out of the third sector, many organisations would collapse. 
Further, we know that motivations for volunteering for quite diverse 
organisations can have a lot in common.

Management is another field of research in which there are strong 
similarities across the not-for-profit sector, and important differences 
from management in the for-profit sector. Despite trends, such as 
‘new public management’, that seeks to bring for-profit management 
methods into the not-for-profit sector, there are, we argue, undeniable 
distinctions between managing when the central aim is to make a profit 
and when it is not. As committed third sector researchers, we are of 
course biased towards believing that there are unifying features to the 
sector, and that there is value in multi-disciplinary third sector studies. 
After 21 years of publication, we believe that is evident to others as well, 
but it is important to remember that when Jenny Onyx first started the 
journal in 1995, this was not a widely accepted sentiment in the scholarly 
community in Australia.

For the past ten years, the editorial teams have been celebrating 
and increasing multi-disciplinarity through the production of special 
issues. Such special editions have guest editors, and are designed to 
extend third sector studies to those who had not realised they were 
doing third sector research. So far, such special editions have included 
sport and environmental organisations, cooperatives, social enterprise, 
communications and accounting. However, it is also encouraging so see 
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a similarly wide diversity in our general issues. For example, the eight 
articles of the 2011 general issue covered service clubs, arts, religious 
and community-based organisations, and social enterprises.

Third sector studies are not only multi-disciplinary but can also be 
interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary. Although the definitions of these 
terms have been debated, those authors who use them argue that there 
are important differences to be considered. Tress et al. (2005, Figure 1) 
presented a useful categorisation. Certainly, some third sector research 
fits neatly within a single discipline, and it is important that we continue 
to support that work – for example, through special issues such as Myles 
McGregor-Lowndes’ ‘Charity Law in the Pacific Rim’ (2002).

As argued above, third-sector research is often multi-disciplinary and 
certainly fits Tress et al.’s (2005) description of goal setting under one 
thematic umbrella, loose cooperation among disciplines for the exchange 
of knowledge, and theory development, which informs the diverse 
disciplines of origin. For example, from the experience of one of the 
authors of this discussion, this occurred in an experience with a highly 
applied action research project. Working alongside a sociologist and a 
communications scholar revealed shortcomings in the theorisation of the 
concepts of agency (getting things done) and communion (strengthening 
relationships) within my home discipline of psychology. Within the 
psychological literature these concepts were presented as oppositional 
or at best independent, when practical experience in the sector shows 
us every day that we get things done through cooperation, so a positive 
or mutually enhancing relationship is more likely to be the norm. Thus, 
although the project method and findings were presented in Third Sector 
Review (Leonard 2003), the first publication from this highly applied 
research was a theoretical article in Theory and Psychology critiquing 
thirty years of research in psychology (Leonard 1997).

We suspect that interdisciplinarity, as Tress et al. (2005) describe it, is 
less common. It requires the integration of different disciplines and the 
development of integrated knowledge and theory. The question is: are 
we properly integrating our diverse disciplines or simply cherry-picking 
the most appropriate one for the task we have at hand? Similarly, with 
theory: does interdisciplinarity in this context create integrated theory, 
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or does it simply choose the most appropriate theory we have to hand? 
Taking social capital as an example (because it is widely used in third 
sector research), we know that definitions originated both from Bourdieu 
(1986), a sociologist, and Putnam (2000), a political scientist, but the 
concept has been taken up by psychologists, economists and many 
other social science disciplines. Jenny Onyx’s (Onyx & Bullen 2000; 
Onyx 2003) grounded approach to conceptualising social capital does 
suggest it is a multi-dimensional interdisciplinary concept. But have we 
developed a truly interdisciplinary social capital theory that integrates 
conceptualisations from a range of disciplines, or do we simply chose 
the definition that suits us best at the time?

Transdisciplinarity, as Tress et al. (2005) describe it, adds a further 
dimension to interdisciplinarity by recognising the value of knowledge 
that exists in society, and the importance of integrating that knowledge 
with academic knowledge. Because the knowledge that exists in society 
does not fit within disciplinary boundaries, it is difficult to integrate it 
with academic knowledge unless the academics have already embraced 
interdisciplinarity. Research partnerships when third sector organisations 
are true partners with academics can exemplify this transdisciplinary 
research. We argue that, to be properly transdisciplinary, it is essential 
for the third sector organisations to be involved very early in the research 
process, particularly in the development of the research questions and 
scope. Without their active participation, we risk getting the right 
answers to the wrong questions. There are many good examples of 
such partnerships in the articles presented in Third Sector Review; in 
particular, the existence of ‘From the Field’ articles exemplifies the 
journal’s support for transdisciplinary research.

It is a particularly inspiring thing when new knowledge is generated 
with people who are often marginalised from socially recognised 
processes for the creation of knowledge. One example from Australia 
is McCalman et al.’s (2010) report on an innovative, collaborative 
research project with an Aboriginal community controlled health 
organisation, Gurriny Yealamucka. The project aimed at achieving 
concrete improvements for the service through positive organisational 
change via empowerment initiatives. Nevertheless, ref lections by 



14 VOLUME 22 NUMBER 2

editors regularly note the under-representation of Indigenous concerns 
(Earles 2009), and we must be more proactive in that area. However, 
by working with their organisations, our researchers have created 
knowledge with – not just about – a range of groups who usually do 
not get an opportunity to influence the knowledge that is created about 
them. These groups include people with disabilities, prisoners, the gay 
community and migrants.

Our interest in interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary research also 
relates to research methodology and methods. First, our concern with 
tapping in to the lived experience of third sector organisations and the 
people associated with them often means that research questions are 
driven by the object of study in a bottom-up manner, which might be 
viewed as heresy for more traditional research paradigms, where the 
research question is developed from existing theory in a top-down 
manner. Not that we have any objection to theory. It can provide 
invaluable insights into the particularities of the sector, however alarm 
bells sound when theories developed for other sectors are transferred 
uncritically to a third sector context. For example, economic theories 
that assume people are motivated by short-term self-interest might fit 
the for-profit sector but just do not apply to a sector in which there are 
high levels of volunteering and personal commitment.

Second, the multiplicity of disciplines brings diverse research 
techniques to the field. Some of this diversity was showcased in a 2003 
special issue, ‘Doing Third Sector Research’, edited by Wendy Earles, 
which presented diverse methods and methodologies. These included 
nationwide statistical studies that mapped aspects of the sector; small-
scale qualitative studies that presented practitioner stories; the diversity 
of methods involved in the conceptualisation of social capital; an example 
of action research with its cycles of action and reflection; and approaches 
applied by historians. Case-study research has also made an important 
contribution. An editorial by Ruth Phillips (2012) noted that:

Together, the papers in this issue form a showcase for successful and 
rich case-study research, demonstrating the knowledge value that can 
be derived from this particular methodological approach in an applied 
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discipline. As third-sector researchers, we are able to learn a great deal 
by documenting the lived experiences of TSOs and their various intersec-
tions with other sectors, and thus can produce knowledge that informs 
both policy and practice.

Third, transdisciplinary research can require specialist methods, which 
can tap in to sensitive issues and not further marginalise marginalised 
people. In an ANZTSR conference special issue, Mel Edwards’ (2011) 
editorial refers to Kerrie Noonan’s insights, which emerged from a 
creative and innovative research partnership with Home Hospice:

For the research community, this paper provides insight into the develop-
ment of a research methodology that allows those dealing with sensitive 
end-of-life care to ‘speak for themselves’. One method was photovoice 
whereby participants used their cameras to visualise and prompt discus-
sion about the nature and value of the caring experience. The other 
method was collective social network mapping whereby participants 
draw maps of the relationships of all the people involved in caring to 
show the growth in relationships over time. The authors signify that 
the research process revealed benefits not only for the community develop-
ment approach to end-of-life care but also for the carers themselves, 
concluding you can ‘do that’ i.e. research with vulnerable populations 
despite a tendency to avoid such projects.

There are numerous voices calling for an increase in interdisciplinary 
and transdisciplinary research. The argument in most cases is framed 
in terms of real-world problems, which cannot be solved from the 
framework of a single discipline. For example, Lang et al. (2012) argue 
that complex, cross-sectoral, socio-environmental issues require an 
integrated approach across scientific disciplines (interdisciplinarity) and 
other sources of knowledge in society (transdisciplinarity). Also in the 
United States, the National Research Council talks about the importance 
of ‘convergence’ – whereby disciplines come together in a web of 
partnerships that support scientific investigations and share and blend 
methodologies to facilitate innovative solutions and products – which 
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is a growing phenomenon in sustainability, medical, engineering and 
other contexts (National Research Council 2014). They also point out 
that for traditional academic and research organisations, the transition 
to interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary practice requires a significant 

Figure 1  Tress et al.’s (2005) definitions for transdisciplinary, multi-disciplinary 

and interdisciplinary research.
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cultural shift away from the traditional discipline-based approach 
(National Research Council 2014). There are also calls from governments 
for real-world problem-solving approaches to research. These calls often 
have a subtext of creating more jobs by supporting the for-profit sector 
or saving the government money through more efficient service delivery. 
In Australia, government funding schemes such as Cooperative Research 
Centres and Australian Research Council linkage grants are examples 
of their support for applied research. But despite the apparent support 
for interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary research, journal rankings 
suggest that the status of such research remains low.

In 2011 the Excellence in Research for Australia (ERA) initiative was 
developed by the Australian Research Council, in conjunction with 
the Department of Innovation, Industry, Science and Research. The 
minister, Senator Kim Carr, described ERA as ‘a transparent, workable 
system to assess the quality of home-grown research .  .  . to measure 
our achievements against our peers around the world, and plan the 
future of research investment.’ Although the greatest rewards would 
go to those institutions and areas that were already internationally 
competitive, there was to be support for emerging areas where there 
are opportunities for development and further investment. Given 
ANZTSR’s presence in the International Society for Third Sector 
Research (ISTR), with a member on the ISTR Board since its inception 
(including a past president, Wendy Earles), and the strong publication 
record of many of our members, there was a good case for arguing 
that we were (and remain) internationally competitive in third sector 
research. However, we were justifiably concerned when discipline 
clusters were mentioned.

Third Sector Review, however, was granted very poor status, as 
were a number of leading international journals in our field, which 
caused considerable outrage amongst us and ref lected the ARC’s poor 
understanding of the scholarship and importance of those journals. An 
electronic petition was circulated with the aim of pressuring the ARC 
to reconsider its ranking decisions. Many scholars from Australia, New 
Zealand, Canada, Europe and the United States added their voices to a 
protest against the low status granted to all third-sector journals. The 
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petition entry by Lester Salamon, a leading international scholar in 
third-sector research, summed up the sentiment of the petition:

Australia has made enormous contributions to the study of the nonprofit 
sector. The Australian statistical office has been a leader internationally 
in implementing the recent United Nations Handbook on Nonprofit 
Institutions, which puts the nonprofit sector on the economic map of 
the country for the first time. Australia should not discriminate against 
journals that focus on this increasingly important field.

Other comments within the petition pointed to the increasingly 
important role of the third sector in the public life of Australia and 
the world, and a number of petitioners, who identified as third-sector 
practitioners, echoed the concerns of researchers by calling on the 
ARC to acknowledge the importance of the sector and the breadth of 
research on it. One of the key problems highlighted was that academic 
disciplines are now competing to ‘own’ the type of research that we 
publish in this journal.

To increase our ranking, we could of course become fully 
international, more strictly traditional and orthodox in our judgement of 
good, publishable research, position ourselves within a single discipline, 
and, as a long-term strategy, work with our overseas colleagues to have 
third sector research recognised as a discipline in its own right. This 
might be in the interest of our academic careers but, we argue, would 
not be in the interest of the third sector organisations we wish to serve. 
One important element that would need to be abandoned in the search of 
higher rankings is the activist dimension. Sometimes we have published 
articles about what might be termed ‘large A’ Activism, where the focus 
is specifically on inf luencing government policy or public opinion (e.g. 
Jenny Onyx’s special issue on ‘Third Sector as Voice’) but more often it 
is activism with a small a. As Brenda Gainer (2008) put it, ‘Third sector 
research, no matter how theoretical, is situated within an ideological 
context of social purpose’ (2008: 8).

Being a regional journal is important, because we believe that place 
is important and knowledge is always situated. In her plenary address 
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to the 2008 ANZTSR conference, the then president elect of ISTR, 
Brenda Gainer (2009), talked about the importance of regional groups 
because ‘specific issues and specific practices and specific challenges 
are often at the root of what later grow into global theories ideologies, 
and practice’. She also explained that being an international society was 
not only about developing global theory, but also about facilitating the 
f low of ideas from one region to another. Indeed, we would add that 
attempts to present knowledge as abstract and universal have often led 
to distortions, such as the assumption that dominant Western practices 
apply or should apply to all cultures. We have, however, expanded 
our definition of our region to include neighbouring countries which 
do not have third sector journals. We also value comparative studies. 
One important special issue, edited by Mark Lyons in 1998, comprised 
a series of international scholars talking about the third sector in their 
countries, each followed by a commentary from an Australian scholar 
about how it informs the Australian context. Doing this review has 
been a useful reminder of past work, and this model of international 
research and regional commentary is something we might consider 
using more often.

Like the sector we inform, most third sector researchers do not work 
for wealth or high status, but rather to ‘make a difference’. ‘Making a 
difference’ through research means being relevant and authoritative, 
and focusing the most useful methods and theories to address the 
challenges faced by the sector. Inevitably, we believe this will lead to 
more multi-disciplinary, interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary research.
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