CHAPTER

rib
ut

Building Reality

e

3

no
t

© istockphoto.com/Clu

co
py
,

po
s

t,
or
d

is
t

TH E SOC IAL C ONST R UCT ION OF KNOWLED GE

chapter outline

D
o

Understanding the Social Construction of Reality

30

Laying the Foundation: The Bases of Reality
Building the Walls: Conflict, Power, and Social Institutions
Appreciating the Contributions of Sociological Research
The Trustworthiness of Social Research

Copyright ©2019 by SAGE Publications, Inc.
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

CHAPTER 3

rib
ut

e

encouraged to believe in the reality of something
she could not and would never perceive with her
senses. She no doubt learned a different sort of
truth about Santa Claus when she got older, but the
editor urged her to take on faith that Santa Claus,
or at least the idea of Santa Claus, exists despite the
lack of objective proof. That sort of advice persists.
A survey of 200 child psychologists around the
United States found that 91% of them advised parents not to tell the truth when their young children
asked about the existence of Santa Claus (cited in
Stryker, 1997).
Likewise, the drug researcher urges people to
believe in something that has not been demonstrated scientifically. What’s important is that the
conclusion feels right even if it is not based on hard
evidence.
And Edgar Welch rejected the facts of the “reality-based community” as dishonest and corrupt,
opting instead for a “do-it-yourself” approach to
truth (Mahler, 2017).
Alternative versions of facts can sometimes
have dangerous consequences. Consider the case
of Jenny McCarthy, the former Playboy model and
MTV star who has written several best-selling books
in which she claims that the measles, mumps, and
rubella vaccine—something most infants in this
country routinely receive—had probably given
her son autism. Instead of providing supportive
research evidence (principally because there really
is none), McCarthy based her conclusion on her
own intuition—what she called “mommy instinct”—
and information she’d picked up on the Internet
(she once proudly proclaimed, “The University
of Google is where I got my degree from”; quoted
in Achenbach, 2015, p. 5). Many well-known people, including President Donald Trump, support
McCarthy’s antivaccine movement. Early in his
presidency, Trump talked of creating a presidential
commission on “vaccine safety.”
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
the Institute of Medicine, the Autism Science
Foundation, and the National Academy of Sciences,
however, have all concluded there is no link between
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he year was 1897. Eight-year-old Virginia
O’Hanlon became upset when her friends told
her there was no Santa Claus. Her father encouraged her to write a letter to the New York Sun to
find out the truth. The editor’s reply—which included the now famous phrase “Yes, Virginia, there
is a Santa Claus!”—has become a classic piece of
American folklore. “Nobody sees Santa Claus,” the
editor wrote, “but that is no sign that there is no
Santa Claus. The most real things in the world are
those that neither children nor men can see” (“Is
There a Santa Claus?” 1897).
Drug experts have been concerned for years
about the illicit use of stimulants commonly prescribed for attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder
(such as Adderall and Ritalin) among college students who want to enhance their concentration and
test performance. But recently, researchers have
started to worry about the use of these drugs among
workers in high-stress professions who want to
increase their productivity. Unfortunately, reliable
research on the prevalence of ADHD drugs in the
workplace does not yet exist. Nonetheless, one neurologist believes that “even without conclusive data,
misuse [is] undoubtedly rising” (quoted in Schwarz,
2015a, p. 1; emphasis added).
In December 2016, a 28-year old North Carolina
man named Edgar Welch loaded his car with
weapons and drove to a pizzeria in Washington,
DC, where he believed children were being held
hostage in the basement. He entered the restaurant and fired several shots. Fortunately no one
was struck and he was quickly arrested. Edgar
said he took these actions because he believed
that Hillary Clinton and her campaign chair, John
Podesta, ran a secret child sex trafficking ring in
the back of the restaurant. Though the baseless
conspiracy theories he got through social media
were completely debunked, Welch was convinced
they were true and decided to “self investigate”
(Mahler, 2017, p. 9).
What do these three very different examples have in common? They all reflect the fickle
nature of “truth” and “reality.” Young Virginia was
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from the official White House website, and the
Environmental Protection Agency was told to take
down its climate change webpage. Indeed, to some
observers, such disavowal of established facts coupled with purposeful distortion has made reality
more vulnerable than anyone ever thought possible
(Gladstone, 2017). Some news organizations have
become so frustrated that they’ve abandoned the
hallmark journalistic value of objectivity and now
use terms like wrongly, falsely, with no evidence,
debunked claim, and even lie to characterize statements issued by the White House (D. Barry, 2017).
So, how do we come to know what we know?
How do we learn what is real and what isn’t? In this
chapter, I examine how sociologists discover truths
about human life. But to provide the appropriate
context, I must first present a sociological perspective on the nature of reality. How do individuals
construct their realities? How do societal forces
influence the process?

UNDERSTANDING THE SOCIAL
CONSTRUCTION OF REALITY
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vaccines and autism. Nevertheless, the contention
that vaccines could harm children struck an emotional chord with many fretful parents. Consequently,
in some states the percentage of children who get
this vaccine as well as other vaccines consistently
dropped within the span of a few years. Perhaps not
coincidentally, measles cases rose. In 2010, there
were only 63 confirmed cases of measles in the
United States. In 2014, there were 667 (Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, 2016d). The vast
majority of these cases were in persons who had
not been vaccinated. As a result, in 2015, California
became the first state to require parents to vaccinate their children, regardless of personal or religious opposition. That same year, Google changed
its search algorithm so that entering the term “vaccination” brought actual medical information to the
top of the results list rather than discredited claims
(G. Johnson, 2015). By the way, as the popularity of
McCarthy’s antivaccine movement dropped, so too
did the number of measles cases—there were 188
cases in 2015 and 62 in 2016 (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention, 2016d).
Such precarious uses of truth may appear foolish
or even deceitful. Yet much of our everyday knowledge is based on accepting as real the existence of
things that can’t be seen, touched, or proved—“the
world taken-for-granted” (P. L. Berger, 1963, p. 147).
Like Virginia, we learn to accept the existence of
things such as electrons, the ozone layer, black
holes in the universe, love, and God, even though
we cannot see them. And like Jenny McCarthy or
Edgar Welch, many people come to accept unsubstantiated conclusions in the face of contradictory
evidence as long as they support their interests or
preconceived beliefs. As former president Barack
Obama put it after leaving office, “Increasingly
we become so secure in our bubbles that we start
accepting only information, whether it’s true or not,
that fits our opinions, instead of basing our opinions on the evidence that is out there” (quoted in
Shane, 2017, p. A17). In fact, “science denial” has
become a hallmark of government policy. Shortly
after replacing Obama in 2017, President Trump
ordered all mentions of climate change purged

In Chapter 2, I noted that the elements of society
are human creations that provide structure to our
everyday lives. They also give us a distinctive lens
through which we perceive the world. For example,
because of their different statuses and their respective occupational training, an architect, a real estate
agent, a police officer, and a firefighter can each look
at the same building and see very different things:
“a beautiful example of early Victorian architecture,” “a moderately priced fixer-upper,” “an easy
target for a thief,” or “a dangerous fire hazard.”
Mark Twain often wrote about how the Mississippi
River—a waterway he saw every day as a child—
looked different after he became a riverboat pilot.
What he once saw as a place for fun and relaxation,
he later saw for its treacherous currents, eddies, and
other potential perils.
What we know to be true or real is always a product of the culture and historical period in which
we exist. It takes an exercise of the sociological
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to be reversed or debunked later on led one columnist to write, with a fair amount of exasperation,
“Sometimes you really do want to tell the medical
profession to just make up its mind” (G. Collins,
2011, p. A23). Quite possibly, people 100 years from
now will look back at the early 21st century and
regard some of our taken-for-granted truths as mistaken, misguided, or downright laughable.
The process through which facts, knowledge,
truth, and so on are discovered, made known,
reaffirmed, and altered by the members of a society is called the social construction of reality
(P. L. Berger & Luckmann, 1966). This concept is
based on the simple assumption that knowledge
is a human creation. Ironically, most of us live
our lives assuming that an objective reality exists,
independent of us and accessible through our
senses. Sayings like “Seeing is believing” and “Pics
or it didn’t happen” reinforce the assumption that
our eyes can tell us what is real. We are quite sure
trees and tables and trucks don’t exist simply in
our imaginations. We assume this reality is shared
by others and can be taken for granted as reality
(Lindesmith, Strauss, & Denzin, 1991).
Sociologists, especially those working from the
conflict perspective and symbolic interactionism,
strive to explain the social construction of reality in
terms of both its causes and its consequences. Their
insights help explain many of the phenomena that
influence our daily lives.
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imagination, however, to see that what we ourselves
“know” to be true today—the laws of nature, the
causes and treatments of certain diseases, and so
forth—may not be true for everyone everywhere
or may be replaced by different truths tomorrow
(Babbie, 1986). For example, in some cultures, the
existence of spirits, witches, and demons is a takenfor-granted part of everyday reality that others
might easily dismiss as fanciful. On the other side
of the coin, the Western faith in the curative powers
of little pills—without the intervention of spiritual
forces—might seem far-fetched and naïve to people living in cultures where illness and health are
assumed to have supernatural causes.
Beliefs about what is true change over time
too. In 1900, a doctor might have told a patient
with asthma to go to the local tobacconist for cigarettes; people with colds may have been told to
inhale formaldehyde (Zuger, 1999). Many pieces of
taken-for-granted 20th-century child development
advice—such as infants need to be bathed every day,
picking up babies when they’re crying spoils them,
infants need to be on a strict feeding schedule, and
the safest way to put babies to sleep is on their stomachs—have been called into question by contemporary pediatricians (First, 2011). Sixty years ago,
obstetricians encouraged pregnant women to have
a martini or a glass of wine each night to calm their
nerves. Doctors also believed that alcohol prevented
premature labor. Hence, women arriving at the hospital in early labor were often handed vodka or even
given alcohol intravenously (Hoffman, 2005). You
sure don’t see that anymore. In recent years, we’ve
seen the medical field reverse its stand on the criteria used to define autism (Carey, 2012), the utility of
vitamin D and calcium supplements (Begley, 2011),
routine mammograms for healthy women over 40
(Bleyer & Welch, 2012), acceptable blood pressure
levels in people over 60 (Kolata, 2013), and the
necessity of regular blood tests for prostate cancer
in healthy men (G. Harris, 2011b).
According to one researcher, about a third of
major medical studies are eventually contradicted
by further research (Ioannidis, 2005). The frequency with which medical “truths” emerge only
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LAYING THE FOUNDATION:
THE BASES OF REALITY
Think of society as a building constructed by the
people who live and work in it. The building’s
foundation, its underlying reality, determines its
basic shape and dimensions. And the foundation is
what makes that building solid and helps it stand
up through time and the elements. For students of
architecture as well as sociology, the first thing to
understand is the way the foundation is prepared.
Symbolic interactionism encourages us to
see that people’s actions toward one another and
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As I mentioned in Chapter 2, we live in a symbolic
world and interact chiefly through symbolic communication—that is, through language. Language
gives meaning to the people, objects, events, and
ideas of our lives. In fact, language reflects and
often determines our reality (Sapir, 1949; Whorf,
1956). Thus, language is a key tool in the construction of society.
Within a culture, words evolve to reflect the
things that have practical significance. Solomon
Islanders have nine distinct words for coconut,
each specifying an important stage of its growth,
but they have only one word for all the meals of the
day (M. M. Lewis, 1948). The Hanunóo people of
the Philippines have different names for 92 varieties of rice, allowing them to make distinctions all
but invisible to English-speaking people, who lump
all such grains under a single word: rice (Thomson,
2000). Yet a traditional Hanunóo coming to this
country would be hard-pressed to see the difference
between the vehicles we call sedans, SUVs, hybrids,
minivans, hatchbacks, and station wagons.
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The social construction of reality is a process
by which human-created ideas become so firmly
accepted that to deny them is to deny common sense.
Of course, some features of reality are grounded in
physical evidence—fire is hot, sharp things hurt. But
other features of reality are often based not on sensory experiences but on forces such as culture and
language, self-fulfilling prophecies, and faith.
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My wife might tell me that her phone
says it’s going to rain, so I should take my
umbrella, and every step of that transaction
would be meaningless without the
fundamental assumption of [a commonly
held] truth. (Child, 2016, p. 67)

Language reinforces prevailing ideas and suppresses conflicting ideas about the world (Sapir,
1929). In a highly specialized market economy such
as the United States, for example, the ability to distinguish linguistically between “real” work, “house”
work, and “volunteer” work allows us to telegraph
our attitudes about a person’s worth to society. In
small agricultural societies, where all people typically perform tasks to provide the basic necessities
and to ensure the survival of their tight-knit community, work is work no matter where it takes place
or whether you’re paid to do it.
Language can also pack an enormous emotional
wallop. Words can make us happy, sad, disgusted,
angry, violent, afraid, or upset. Many college campuses around the country now require course syllabi
to include “trigger warnings,” cautionary notices
that topics covered in class (and the language used
to discuss them) could contain potentially traumatic
subject matter that might upset some students.
Racial, ethnic, sexual, or religious slurs can be
particularly volatile. Among heterosexual adolescents, for example, homophobic name-calling
(queer, fag, dyke) is one of the most common modes
of bullying and coercion in high school (Pascoe,
2010). In 2014, the pop singer Justin Bieber faced a
backlash from both fans and critics when a 5-yearold video surfaced of him singing a parody of his
song “One Less Lonely Girl,” in which he substitutes
the word nigger for girl. A separate video released
that same year showed him using the word nigger
as he told a racist joke.
The broader demands of everyday life also influence the way language is used. For instance, as
societies become more developed, the pace of life
quickens, and we become impatient. This phenomenon is reflected in the compression (and subsequent
speedup) of language over the years. Contractions
(like we’re and isn’t) shorten words. Portmanteaus
combine two existing words into one, like brunch
for “breakfast and lunch,” docudrama for “documentary and drama,” and webinar for “web seminar” (Garner, 2010). Technology contracts language
even further. If you do a lot of tweeting or texting,
you have no doubt made use of “shortspeak”—the
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interpretations of situations are based on their definitions of reality, which are in turn learned from
interactions with those around them. What we
know to be real and true, we share with others:
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by instructing them on how and when to ask physicians the right questions so they can make informed
decisions about a course of treatment. For their
part, some medical schools require their students
to be trained in how to avoid jargon (at the same
time they’re learning it) and how to listen to their
patients (D. Franklin, 2006). And there is some
evidence that doctor–patient interactions have
become a bit more patient-centered and collaborative in recent years (Peck & Conner, 2011).
Language is sometimes used to purposely conceal as well. A euphemism is an innocuous expression substituted for one that might be offensive. On
the surface, people use such terms in the interests of
politeness and good taste, such as saying “perspiration” instead of “sweat,” “bathroom tissue” instead
of “toilet paper,” or “no longer with us” instead of
“dead.” However, euphemisms also shape perceptions and emotions. Does it matter, for instance,
whether an economic crisis is called a downturn,
slump, recession, crash, depression, or meltdown?
Political regimes routinely use euphemisms to
cover up, distort, or frame their actions in a more
positive light.
In sum, words help frame or structure social
reality and give it meaning. Language also provides
people with a cultural and group identity. If you’ve
ever spent a significant amount of time in a foreign
country or even moved to a new school, you know
you cannot be a fully participating member of a
group or a culture until you share its language.
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reduction of words and sentences through the use
of abbreviations, acronyms, and emojis. We don’t
even have to finish typing our words anymore. As
I’m sure you know, online search engines routinely
use autofill to complete entries even before you’re
done typing them. A few years ago, Google engineers
discovered that a delay of 400 milliseconds between
a keyboard click and a computer response—roughly
the time it takes to blink an eye—is too long for some
people and may actually cause them to use the search
engine less. As one engineer put it, “Subconsciously,
you don’t like to wait. Every millisecond matters”
(quoted in Lohr, 2012, p. A1).
Within a culture, certain groups sometimes
develop a distinctive language, known as jargon,
which allows members to communicate with one
another clearly and quickly. Surfers, snowboarders,
and gamers each have a specialized vocabulary (not
understandable to most outsiders) through which
they can efficiently convey to others information
about wave quality, snow conditions, or changes in
the latest version of Call of Duty. Teenagers must
keep up with a constantly evolving vocabulary to
avoid falling out of favor with their peers. At the
same time, jargon can sometimes create boundaries and therefore mystify and conceal meaning from
outsiders (Farb, 1983). For instance, first-year medical students spend countless hours memorizing a
new vocabulary as if they were learning a foreign
language (Hartzband & Groopman, 2011). By using
esoteric medical terminology when discussing a
case in front of a patient, health care professionals
define who is and who isn’t a member of their group,
reinforce their image as highly trained experts, and
keep the patient from interfering too much in their
decision making.
This sort of communication roadblock has
become a cause for concern in the field of medicine. Research indicates that two thirds of patients
are discharged from hospitals without even knowing what their diagnoses are and 60% of patients
misunderstand the directions they receive from
visits to their doctor’s office (cited in Joshi, 2015).
Consequently, many books and websites now help
patients overcome their position of powerlessness
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Self-Fulfilling Prophecies
As you will recall from Chapter 2, we do not respond
directly and automatically to objects and situations;
instead, as the symbolic interactionist perspective
points out, we use language to define and interpret
them, and then we act according to those interpretations. By acting on the basis of our definitions of
reality, we often create the very conditions we believe
exist. A self-fulfilling prophecy is an assumption
or prediction that, purely as a result of having been
made, causes the expected event to occur and thus
confirms the prophecy’s own “accuracy” (Merton,
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a hint of comedy. In one of his classic stunts, he
approaches people on the street and, after a few
moments, appears to rise up and float several inches
off the ground for a few seconds. Suppose you saw
him perform such a feat in person. He looks as if
he is levitating, but you “know better.” Even though
your eyes tell you he is floating in midair, you have
learned that it’s just not possible. Rather than use
this experience to entirely abandon your belief that
people can’t float in midair, you’ll probably come up
with a series of “reasonable” explanations: “Maybe
it’s an optical illusion, and it just looks like he’s
floating.” “I’m sure there are wires holding him up.”
To acknowledge the possibility that he is literally
floating is to challenge the fundamental reality on
which your everyday life is based. It is an article of
faith that people aren’t capable of levitating.
Such an unquestionable assumption, called an
incorrigible proposition, is a belief that cannot
be proved wrong and has become so much a part
of common sense that one continues to believe
it even in the face of vast contrary evidence. By
explaining away contradictions with “reasonable”
explanations, we strengthen the correctness of the
initial premise (Watzlawick, 1976). In the process,
we participate in constructing a particular version
of reality. For instance, if an incorrigible proposition for you is that women are inherently less
aggressive than men, seeing an especially violent
woman might lead you toward explanations that
focus on the peculiar characteristics of this particular woman. Maybe she’s responding to terrible
circumstances in her life; maybe she has some kind
of chemical imbalance or neurological disorder. By
concluding that she is an exception to the rule, the
rule is maintained.
In 2011, some evangelical Christians claimed
that on May 21 of that year, God would send devastating earthquakes and begin a process that in 5
months would destroy the world. Believers would
be spared and raised to heaven in “the rapture.”
When doomsday didn’t materialize and the world
still existed on May 22, those who believed in the
prophecy provided a variety of rationalizations that
allowed them to maintain the original belief. For
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1948; Watzlawick, 1984). Every holiday season, we
witness the stunning effects of self-fulfilling prophecies on a national scale. Each September, the toy
industry releases the results of its annual survey
of retailers, predicting which toys will be the top
sellers at Christmas. Usually, one toy in particular
emerges as the most popular, hard-to-get gift of the
year. In the 1980s, it was Cabbage Patch Kids. In the
early 1990s, it was Mighty Morphin Power Rangers
and Ninja Turtles. More recently, items such as
Beanie Babies, SpongeBob SquarePants toys, Razor
scooters, ripsticks, American Girl dolls, toy digital cameras, Legos, figurines from Frozen or Star
Wars, and hatchimals have taken their turns as the
“must have” toy of the year. By around November,
we begin to hear the hype about unprecedented
demand for the toy and the likelihood of a shortage.
Powerful retail store chains, such as Toys“R”Us and
Walmart, may announce the possibility of rationing:
one toy per family. Fueled by the dreaded image of
a disappointed child’s face at Christmas, thousands
of panicked parents and grandparents rush to stores
to make sure they’re not left without. Some hoard
extras for other parents they know. As a result, supplies of the toy—which may not have been perilously
low in the first place—become severely depleted,
thereby bringing about the predicted shortage. The
mere belief in some version of the reality creates
expectations that can actually make it happen.
Self-fulfilling prophecies are particularly powerful
when they become an element of social institutions.
In schools, teachers can subtly and unconsciously
encourage the performance they expect to see in their
students. For instance, if they believe their students
are especially intelligent, they may spend more time
with them or unintentionally show more enthusiasm
when working with them. As a result, these students
may come to feel more capable and intelligent and
actually perform better (R. Rosenthal & Jacobson,
1968).

Faith and Incorrigible Propositions
David Blaine is a famous performer and illusionist who combines sophisticated magic tricks with
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BUILDING THE WALLS: CONFLICT,
POWER, AND SOCIAL INSTITUTIONS

and influence what the rest of us take for granted.
Conflict theorists therefore argue that people with
more power, prestige, status, wealth, and access to
high-level policymakers can turn their perceptions
of the world into the entire culture’s perception. In
other words, “He who has the bigger stick has the
better chance of imposing his definitions of reality”
(P. L. Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 109). That “bigger stick” can be wielded in several ways. Powerful
social institutions and the people who control them
play a significant role in shaping and sustaining
perceptions of reality for everybody else. But if you
wish to develop the sociological imagination, you
need to understand the role of not only these larger
forces in shaping private lives but also private individuals who struggle to shape public reality.
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t

instance, some pointed to human fallibility: “I don’t
know where we went wrong other than that we obviously don’t understand Scriptures in the way that
we should” (quoted in Hagerty, 2011, p. 1). Others
argued that May 21 only marked the beginning of
a 5-month countdown to the end of the world and
that the real day to worry about was October 21.
When that didn’t happen either, some claimed that
the prayers of the believers actually worked and
that God delayed judgment so that more people
could be saved.
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The Economics of Reality
Definitions of reality frequently reflect underlying
economic interests. The key concerns from the conflict perspective are who benefits economically and
who loses from dominant versions of reality. Take
mental illness, for example. The number of problems officially defined by the American Psychiatric
Association (APA) as mental disorders and defects
has now reached nearly 400 (Horwitz, 2002). In
defining what constitutes a mental disorder, the
APA unwittingly reflects the economic organization
of U.S. society. In the United States, individuals seldom pay the total costs of health care services out of
their own pockets. Most of the money for medical
treatment comes from the federal and state governments or from private insurance companies. Only if
problems such as gambling, depression, anorexia,
and cocaine addiction are formally defined as illnesses is their treatment eligible for medical insurance coverage.
In 2010, the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs
changed its definition of post-traumatic stress disorder, making it substantially easier for hundreds
of thousands of veterans to receive compensatory
benefits. Post-traumatic stress disorder is a condition characterized by emotional numbness, irritability, and flashbacks following the experience or
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We, as individuals, play an important role in coordinating, reproducing, and giving meaning to society
in our daily interactions. But we are certainly not
completely free to create whatever version of social
reality we want to create. We are, after all, born into
a preexisting society with its norms, values, roles,
relationships, groups, organizations, and institutions. Just as the walls of a building constrain the
ability of the inhabitants to move about, directing
them through certain predetermined doorways and
corridors, these features of society influence our
thoughts and deeds and consequently constrain our
ability to freely construct our social world (Giddens,
1984). As Karl Marx (1869/1963) wrote, “[People]
make their own history, but they do not make it just
as they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances directly encountered, given and transmitted
from the past” (p. 15).
As the conflict perspective points out, certain
people or groups of people can be more influential in
defining reality than others. In any modern society,
where socioeconomic classes, ethnic and religious
groups, age groups, and political interests struggle
for control over resources, there is also a struggle
for the power to determine or influence that society’s conception of reality (Gans, 1971). Those who
emerge successful gain control over information,
define values, create myths, manipulate events,
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Communication media are the primary means by
which we are entertained and informed about the
world around us (see Chapter 5). But the messages
we receive from the media also reflect dominant
cultural values (Gitlin, 1979). In television shows
and other works of fiction, the way characters are
portrayed, the topics addressed, and the solutions
imposed on problems all link entertainment to the
economic system and prevailing societal tastes in
consumption.
The media are also our primary source of information about local, national, and international
events and people. News broadcasts, newspapers,
and online news outlets tell us about things we cannot experience directly, making the most remote
events meaningful (Molotch & Lester, 1974). The
way we look at the world and define our lives within
it is therefore shaped and influenced by what we see
on Internet news sites, watch on TV news shows,
hear on the radio, or read in our daily papers.
Because the news is the means by which political realities are disseminated to the public, it is an
essential tool in maintaining social order (Hallin,
1986; Parenti, 1986). In many societies, news
sources don’t even try to hide the fact that they are
mouthpieces of one faction or another. In repressive societies, the only news sources allowed to
operate are those representing the government. In
North Korea, for instance, the flow of news information is clearly controlled by the government.
People who live in societies with a cultural tradition
of press independence, in contrast, assume that
news stories are purely factual—an accurate, objective reflection of the “world out there” (Molotch &
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The institution of politics is also linked to societal
definitions of reality. To a great extent, politics is
about controlling public perceptions so people will
do things or think about issues in ways that political leaders want them to. During important political
campaigns, we can see such attempts to influence
public perception. Mudslinging, euphemistically
called “negative campaigning,” has become as common an element of the U.S. electoral process as
speeches, debates, baby kissing, and patriotic songs.
Most politicians know that if you say something
untrue or unsubstantiated about an issue or opponent often enough, people will believe it. The actual
validity of claims becomes irrelevant as accusations
are transformed into “fact” and become solidified
in the minds of the voting public. The problem
has become so acute that most news organizations employ full-time “fact checkers” to monitor
the accuracy of what major U.S. politicians say in
advertisements, debates, speeches, interviews, and
news releases. In fact, although companies that sell
consumer products must meet some standard of
accuracy in their advertising, there are no federal
truth-in-advertising laws for political campaign
ads. To put it bluntly, candidates have the legal
right to lie (“Bunk Busters,” 2007).
Ironically, constant public denials of bogus
charges often reinforce their reality and keep them
in the news. In 2011, President Obama was forced
to hold a news conference and present his birth

The Medium Is the Message
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The Politics of Reality

certificate because the false claims that he isn’t a
U.S. citizen—which first arose during the 2008
election campaign—wouldn’t go away. Even when
Donald Trump—the highest-profile advocate of the
claim that Obama was not an American citizen—
“admitted” in a 2016 news conference that Obama
was born in this country, over 40% of Republicans
continued to believe that he wasn’t (Durkin, 2016).
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observation of some traumatic event. In the past,
only soldiers who had been in combat and who
could document specific firefights, bomb blasts, or
mortar attacks qualified for benefits. Under the new
rule, veterans only have to prove they served in a
war zone and in a job consistent with the events
they say caused their condition. The rule also allows
compensation for service members who have a good
reason to fear traumatic events even if they didn’t
experience them firsthand. It’s estimated that this
new rule has cost the government in the range of
$5 billion in treatment costs (Dao, 2010b).
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accompany fighting forces and transmit their stories
from the front battle lines. According to one study,
61% of their reports during the first 3 days of the
war were live and unedited (Project for Excellence
in Journalism, 2005). By granting such unprecedented access, Pentagon officials hoped that these
reporters would convey the “heroism and hard
work” of American soldiers to a worldwide audience and in the process discredit Iraqi propaganda
(Getlin & Wilkinson, 2003).
But even then, some media critics were concerned that the reporters were tools of the military, especially given their often close attachment
to the soldiers with whom they were traveling. The
Pentagon required embedded journalists to sign a
contract giving the military control over the content
of their stories (Jamail, 2007). According to one
study, 80% of embedded reports included no commentary at all from soldiers (Project for Excellence
in Journalism, 2005).
For everyday news stories, even in societies
that restrict the press, official censorship is usually
unnecessary. Because of the economic pressures to
attract audiences and keep their attention, TV networks and newspapers usually censor themselves
(Bagdikian, 1991). Reporters pursue stories that are
relatively easy to research and that have immediate
interest for audiences. Less exciting, more complicated stories don’t get enough journalistic resources
or are cut in the editing process. We usually have no
way of knowing which events have not been selected
for inclusion in the day’s news or which plausible
alternatives are kept out of the public eye.
The economic and political motivation for such
selectivity becomes apparent when we consider who
owns the media. In 1983, 50 companies controlled
90% of all U.S. media outlets. In 2012, just six companies—Comcast, Disney, News Corp, Time Warner,
Viacom, and CBS—owned 90% of all national TV,
radio, cable, print, and Internet outlets, concentrating control over what we see, hear, and read (Lutz,
2012). At the local level, four companies—Sinclair,
Nexstar, Tribune, and Gannett—own 341 TV stations in 93% of all U.S. media markets (“Wave of
Mergers,” 2016).
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Lester, 1975). However, one only needs to compare
the coverage of political events on right-leaning networks like Fox News to left-leaning networks like
MSNBC to conclude that, like everything else, news
is a constructed reality.
The manipulation of events for political gain is
such an ordinary part of the cultural landscape that
it’s become institutionalized with its own term: spin.
To put a spin on an event is to give it a particular interpretation, often one that is to the speaker’s advantage. Spin is a valuable political resource. Every U.S.
president, whether Republican or Democrat, has
staff members who spin the facts to put policies in
the best possible light, often by withholding information from the public, fudging statistics, issuing
nondenial denials, or exaggerating the progress or
benefits of particular actions and policies (Stolberg,
2004). Spin has become a profession in its own
right. Immediately following a televised presidential
debate, for instance, a gaggle of trained supporters
(the “spin doctors”) for the candidates situate themselves in a specified area—called “spin alley”—where
they creatively provide television viewers with a
version of the outcome that benefits their candidate. Top aides and party officials are dispatched to
various blogs, cable news programs, and local news
studios to sing their candidate’s praises and accuse
the opponent of lies and misstatements. Sometimes
it’s clear that the spin has little connection to reality.
During the 2016 campaign, the Republican National
Committee released blogs declaring that Mike
Pence had “clearly won” the vice presidential debate
against the Democratic vice-presidential candidate,
Tim Kaine. Now that’s not surprising. What was surprising was that this statement was released hours
before the debate actually took place.
Although “freedom of expression” and “freedom of the press” are core American values, media
manipulation of information has been not only
tolerated but encouraged in some situations. Take
the coverage of the military actions in Iraq and
Afghanistan following the attacks of September 11,
2001. During the initial stages of the war, press coverage seemed to be relatively open. The Pentagon
allowed hundreds of “embedded” reporters to
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that these realities sometimes shift with time, place,
and individual perception. Faced with this type of
fluctuation, sociologists, as well as scholars in other
disciplines, seek to identify a more “real” reality
through systematic, controlled research. The rules
sociologists abide by when conducting research
give them confidence that they are identifying more
than just a personal version of reality. They hope to
determine a reality as it exists for a community of
people at a particular point in time.
Moving beyond the level of individual conclusions about the nature of social reality is crucial if we are to escape the distortions of personal
interests and biases. A danger of relying solely on
individual perceptions is that we are likely to conclude that what we experience is what everyone
experiences. For example, the famous psychiatrist
Sigmund Freud used his own childhood as the ultimate “proof” of the controversial concept called the
Oedipus complex (the belief that sons are secretly in
love with their mothers and jealous of their fathers).
He wrote to a friend in 1897, “I have found, in my
own case too, being in love with the mother and
jealous of the father, and I now consider it a universal event of early childhood” (quoted in Astbury,
1996, p. 73).
To avoid the risk of such overgeneralizations,
sociologists try to determine what most people
believe or how most people behave. But in doing so,
they sometimes run the risk of simply restating what
people already know. Indeed, a criticism of sociology
you hear from time to time is that it is just a fancy
version of common sense. A lot of the things that
we think are obvious based on our personal observations, however, turn out not to be so straightforward under the closer scrutiny of social research.
Consider the following “commonsense facts”:
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Many media observers fear that the concentration of corporate-owned news outlets twists certain
stories to promote particular economic or political interests. In recent years, media owners have
refused to run advertisements, stories, or commentaries that supported single-payer health insurance,
criticized U.S. military intervention, or opposed
certain international trade agreements. Television
and print journalists have been fired, forced to
resign, or reassigned for presenting stories critical of subsidiaries owned by the parent company
(Parenti, 2006).
As the viewing and listening public, our recourse
is difficult. To criticize faulty government policies
and consider solutions to difficult social problems,
we need solid information, which is frequently
unavailable or difficult to obtain. The growth in popularity of podcasting, blogs, Internet Protocol television, live stream radio stations, and subscription
satellite networks may be a sign that some citizens
have grown weary of the filtered and sometimes
partisan information they receive from traditional
news sources. Indeed, trust of the news media has
reached an all-time low (Swift, 2016), which may
explain why so many people now turn to deliberately fake news/comedy shows like The Daily Show,
Full Frontal, The Onion, and Last Week Tonight to
keep abreast of national and world events.
So the challenge we face in our own private lives
is to recognize the processes at work in the social
construction of reality and to take them into account
as we “consume” the news. A critical dimension of
the sociological imagination is the ability to “read
silences”—to be attentive to what the mass media
don’t say. Fortunately, one of the purposes of socio
logy is to scientifically amass a body of knowledge
that we can use to assess how our society really works.

•

Violent crimes like rape, assault, and
murder occur most often between total
strangers.

Up to this point, I’ve been describing how individuals, groups, organizations, and various social institutions go about constructing reality. We’ve seen

•

Because of the high divorce rate in the
United States, people are reluctant to get
married.
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APPRECIATING THE CONTRIBUTIONS
OF SOCIOLOGICAL RESEARCH
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Most of us probably assume these statements
are true. Chances are, given what you’ve seen online
or on television, they make a lot of sense. But how
accurate are they?
According to the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics
(Truman & Morgan, 2016), only 36% of all nonlethal
violent crimes in the United States are perpetrated
by strangers. The FBI (2011) reports that of homicides where the relationships of victims and offenders are known, just 21% occur between strangers.
And in only 20% of rapes and sexual assaults that
involve college-age female victims, the attacker is
unknown to the victim (Sinozich & Langton, 2014).
According to the U.S. Bureau of the Census
(ProQuest Statistical Abstract, 2017), only 11% of
men and 9.5% of women ages 55 to 64 have never
been married. In fact, about 40% of marriages in
2013 included at least one person who had been
previously married. Forty-two million Americans
have been married more than once (Livingston,
2014). Although we are quite willing to end a bad
marriage, we still tend to place a high value on the
institution of marriage itself.
The percentage of children who don’t live with
both of their parents—about 31% of all children
(ProQuest Statistical Abstract, 2017)—is roughly
the same as it was a century ago. At that time, life
expectancy was much lower than it is today, so it was
highly likely that before reaching adulthood a child
would lose at least one parent to death (Kain, 1990).
As you can see, sometimes commonsense “facts”
don’t hold up under the weight of evidence provided
by social research.

hair better, which dog food tastes best, which
wireless providers have the widest LTE coverage,
which chewing gum dentists recommend for their
gum-chewing patients. Many of the important decisions we make, from purchasing a car to opting for
a particular surgical procedure, are supported by
some sort of research.
In addition, a significant proportion of our own
lives is spent doing research. Every time we seek out
the opinions of others, gauge the attitude of a group,
or draw conclusions about an observed event, we
engage in a form of research. Say, for example, you
thought your exam scores would improve if you
studied with others, so you formed a study group.
After the exam, you compared your grade with the
grade you received on the previous exam (when you
just studied on your own) to see if there was any
significant improvement. If there was, you would
likely attribute your better performance to the study
group. This is the essence of research: You had an
idea about some social process, and you went out
and tested it to see if you were correct.
Although useful and common, such casual
research is fraught with problems. We may make
inaccurate or selective observations, overgeneralize
on the basis of a limited number of observations,
or draw conclusions that protect our own interests
(Babbie, 1992). Maybe your exam score would have
improved even without the study group because
you had a better understanding of the material this
time and had a better sense of what the instructor
expected.
Sociological research, which is a much more
sophisticated and structured form of the sort of
individual inquiry we use every day, can avoid some
of these pitfalls. Of course, sociological researchers are human beings, and they too make errors
in observation, generalization, and analysis. But
they have a greater chance of avoiding these errors
because, first and foremost, sociological research
is an empirical endeavor. Empirical research
operates on the assumption that answers to questions about human behavior can be ascertained
through controlled, systematic observations in the
real world. Individuals can reach naïve conclusions
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American children today are more likely to
live in a single-parent household than they
were 100 years ago.
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The Empirical Nature
of Sociological Research
Research is all around us. Throughout our lives,
we are flooded with statistics that are supposedly
the result of scientific studies—which detergents
make clothes brighter, which conditioners repair
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Qualitative researchers often go out and observe
people and events as they happen in society. For
instance, qualitative researchers interested in how
additional children affect parents’ ability to balance the demands of work and home may spend an
entire day with a family, listening, observing, and
asking questions. Once they’ve collected enough
information, they go about interpreting their observations, looking for identifiable patterns in people’s
everyday lives.
Quantitative sociological researchers methodically record observations across a variety of situations; they design and choose questions in advance
and ask them in a consistent way of a large number of people; they use sophisticated techniques to
ensure that the characteristics of the people in a
study are similar to those of the population at large;
and they use computers to generate statistics from
which confident conclusions can be drawn.
Both kinds of sociological research are subjected
to the scrutiny of peers, who will point out any mistakes and shortcomings. Researchers are obligated
to report not only their results but also the methods they used to record observations or collect data
and the conditions surrounding the study. Such
detailed explanations allow other researchers to
replicate a study—that is, to perform it themselves
to see if the same results are obtained. The more a
particular research result is replicated, the greater
its acceptance as fact in the academic community.
For instance, in 2013, a study in the journal Science
reported that the more literary fiction people read,
the greater their ability to interpret the facial
expressions and emotional states of others (Kidd &
Castano, 2013). However, subsequent studies failed
to replicate these results, thereby casting doubt on
the original researchers’ contention that the world
would be a better place if we simply read more
fiction (J. Frankel, 2016a).
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based on their personal impressions of what happens
in society. Great scholars can spend years thinking
about human life and developing logical explanations about particular social phenomena. But for
most sociologists, the strength of an explanation
depends on how much empirical support it has.
Another characteristic of sociological research
that makes it a better reflection of social reality
than individual inquiry is that it is probabilistic. Instead of making absolute predictions, most
sociologists prefer to state that under certain conditions, particular phenomena are likely to occur.
In other words, human behavior operates within
the laws of probability. Whenever sociologists set
out to find the reasons, say, for why people hold
prejudiced beliefs or why some countries have a
higher birth rate than others, they are searching
for the factors that would explain these phenomena most but not all of the time. For instance,
adults with less than a high school education are
more likely than adults with college degrees to be
prejudiced against members of other ethnoracial
groups. But that doesn’t mean that every single
high school dropout is a bigot or that every person with a PhD embraces those who are ethnically
or racially different. By focusing on the probability of some phenomenon occurring while at the
same time allowing for exceptions and variations,
sociologists provide a view of reality that simultaneously reflects the way things are and the way
they can be.

Qualitative and Quantitative Research
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In contrast to the casual way we carry out our personal research, sociologists seek to define reality
through a careful process of collecting information
and answering questions. Some sociologists collect nonnumeric information (text, written words,
phrases, symbols, observations) that describes people, actions, or events in social life (called qualitative research; Neuman, 1994). Others collect
numeric data and rely on precise statistical analysis
(called quantitative research). And some use a
combination of both.

Theories, Variables, and Hypotheses
Whether qualitative or quantitative, social research
is purposeful. Unlike personal research, which may
be motivated by a hunch, whim, or immediate need,
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a relationship between two variables: Strong social
bonds will be associated with low levels of delinquency.
In developing their hypotheses, sociologists distinguish between independent and dependent variables. The independent variable is the factor
presumed to influence or create changes in another
variable. The dependent variable is the one
assumed to depend on, be influenced by, or change
as a result of the change in the independent variable.
If we believe that gender affects people’s attitudes
toward capital punishment, then gender would be the
independent variable influencing attitudes toward
capital punishment, the dependent variable. For
Hirschi’s theory of juvenile delinquency, the strength
of the social bond is the independent variable, and
level of delinquency is the dependent variable.
The assumption behind most research that tests
a hypothesis is that the independent variable causes
changes to occur in the dependent variable—for
instance, that a weak social bond causes a young
person to become delinquent. But just because two
variables seem to be related doesn’t necessarily
mean a causal relationship exists.
In fact, the two variables may not be related at
all but merely seem to be associated with each other
due to the effect of some third variable. Sociologists
call such misleading relationships spurious. A
classic example of a spurious relationship is
the apparent association between children’s shoe
size and reading ability. It seems that as shoe size
increases, reading ability improves (Babbie, 2007).
Does this mean that the size of one’s feet (independent variable) causes an improvement in reading
skills (dependent variable)? Certainly not. This illusory relationship is caused by a third factor, age,
that is related to shoe size (older kids have bigger
feet) as well as reading ability (older kids can read
better than younger kids). Hence, when researchers
attempt to make causal claims about the relationship
between an independent and a dependent variable,
they must control for—or rule out—other variables
that may be creating a spurious relationship. Can
you think of a third variable that might strengthen
or weaken a person’s social bond and influence his
or her tendency toward delinquent behavior?
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most social research is guided by a particular theory. A theory is a set of statements or propositions
that seeks to explain or predict a particular aspect
of social life (Chafetz, 1978). Theory does not, as is
popularly thought, mean conjecture or speculation.
Ideally, theories explain the way things are, not the
way they ought to be.
Research and theory closely depend on each
other. Research without any underlying theoretical reasoning is simply a string of meaningless bits
of information (C. W. Mills, 1959); theory without
research is abstract and speculative.
Some theories—such as structural functionalism, the conflict perspective, and symbolic interactionism—are quite broad, seeking to explain why
social order exists or how societies work overall.
Other theories are more modest, seeking to explain
more narrowly certain behaviors among specific
groups of people. For example, Travis Hirschi
(1969) developed a theory of juvenile delinquency
called social control theory, in which he argued that
delinquent acts occur when an individual’s bond to
society is weak or broken. These bonds are derived
from a person’s attachments to others who obey
the law, the rewards a person gains by acting nondelinquently (commitments), the amount of time a
person engages in nondelinquent activity (involvements), and the degree to which a person is tied to
society’s conventional belief system.
To test theories, sociologists must translate
abstract propositions into testable hypotheses. A
hypothesis is a researchable prediction that specifies the relationship between two or more variables. A variable is any characteristic, attitude,
behavior, or event that can take on two or more
values or attributes. For example, the variable marital status has several categories: never married,
cohabiting, married, separated, divorced, widowed.
The variable attitudes toward capital punishment
has categories ranging from strongly in favor to
strongly oppose.
Hirschi was interested in why juveniles engage
in delinquent behavior. Such a question is far too
general to study empirically, so he developed a clear,
specific, empirically testable hypothesis, specifying
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most common techniques are experiments, field
research, surveys, and unobtrusive research.
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Experiments. An experiment is typically a
research technique designed to elicit some sort of
behavior under closely controlled laboratory circumstances. In its ideal form, the experimenter
randomly places participants into two groups, then
deliberately manipulates or introduces changes into
the environment of one group of participants (called
the experimental group) and not the other (called
the control group). Care is taken to ensure that the
groups are relatively alike except for the variable
that the experimenter manipulates. Any observed
or measured differences between the groups can
then be attributed to the effects of the experimental
manipulation.
Experiments have a significant advantage over
other types of research because the researcher can
directly control all the relevant variables. Thus,
conclusions about the independent variable causing changes in the dependent variable can be made
more convincingly. The artificial nature of most laboratory experiments, however, may make subjects
behave differently than the way they would in their
natural settings, leading some people to argue that
laboratory experimentation in sociology is practically impossible (Silverman, 1982).
To overcome this difficulty, some sociologists
have created experimental situations outside the
laboratory. Arthur Beaman and his colleagues
(Beaman, Klentz, Diener, & Svanum, 1979) conducted an experiment to see whether self-awareness decreases the likelihood of engaging in socially
undesirable behavior—in this case, stealing. The
researchers set up situations in which children
arriving at several homes on Halloween night were
sent into the living room alone to take candy from
a bowl. The children were first asked their names
and ages and then told, “You may take only one of
the candies.” For the experimental group, a large
mirror was placed right next to the candy bowl so
that the children couldn’t help but see themselves.
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Aside from concern with spuriousness, quantitative social researchers, like Hirschi, face the problem that many of the concepts that form the basis
of theories are abstract and not easy to observe or
measure empirically. We can’t directly see concepts
such as attachments or commitments. So they must
be translated into indicators: events, characteristics, or behaviors that can be observed or quantified.
In his survey of 1,200 boys in Grades 6 through
12, Hirschi derived a set of indicators for his independent variable, the strength of the social bond. To
determine young people’s attachments to law-abiding others, Hirschi measured their attraction to parents, peers, and school officials. To determine the
degree to which they derived rewards from acting
nondelinquently (commitment), he asked them to
assess the importance of things such as getting good
grades. To determine the proportion of their lives
spent in conventional activities (involvement), he
asked them how much time they spent in schooloriented activities. Finally, to determine their ties to
a conventional belief system, he asked them questions about their respect for the law and the police.
Hirschi measured the dependent variable, delinquent activity, by asking the boys if they’d ever stolen things, taken cars for rides without the owner’s
permission, banged up something on purpose that
belonged to somebody else, or beaten up or hurt
someone on purpose. In addition, he used school
records and police records to measure delinquent
acts that had come to the attention of authorities.
The empirical data he collected supported his
hypothesis. The boys who indicated close attachments to their parents and peers, who got good
grades, who were involved in lots of school-related
activities, and who had high levels of respect for
the law were the boys who didn’t get into trouble.
Hirschi was therefore able to use these results to
strengthen the power of his original theory.

Modes of Research
Although the answers to important sociological
questions are not always simple or clear, the techniques sociologists use to collect and examine data
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period of 3 years at a large public relations company
she called Amerco. She was particularly interested
in why employees tend not to take advantage of
available family leave policies. At Amerco, only 53
of 21,000 employees—all of them women—chose to
switch to part-time work in response to the arrival
of a new baby. Less than 1% of the employees
shared a job or worked at home, even though the
company permits it. Most of the workers worked
a lot of overtime, coming in early and staying late.
So why were these workers so unwilling to change
their work lives to spend more time with their families even when the company would have supported
them in doing so? Through her long-term observations of Amerco, Hochschild came to the conclusion
that work has become a form of “home” and home
has become “work.” For many people at Amerco,
home had become a place of frenzied activity and
busy schedules, whereas work had become a sort of
nurturing refuge where they could relax and share
stories with friends. So they actually preferred
spending more time at work.
This type of qualitative field research can be
quite time-consuming. Researchers can conduct only a limited number of interviews and can
observe only a limited number of people and events.
Hochschild collected rich information about people’s work–family trade-offs, but she could study
only one corporation. It’s risky to generalize from
the experiences of a small group of workers in one
company in one society to all workers in all sorts of
work environments.
In more delicate situations where the people
being studied don’t want their actions made public,
the researcher may have to conceal his or her identity in order to gather accurate information. For
instance, researchers have gone “undercover” to
study everything from doomsday cults (Festinger,
Riecken, & Schacter, 1956) to college sororities
(Robbins, 2004). Sociologist Julia O’Connell
Davidson (2002) wanted to examine the issue of
power and control in the relationships between
prostitutes and their clients. To study this topic,
she posed as a “receptionist” for a prostitute she
called Desiree, fielding phone calls and supervising
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For the control group, there was no mirror. In the
control group, 37% of the children took more than one
candy, but only 4% of the children in the experimental group took more than one candy. The researchers
concluded from this experiment that self-awareness—brought about by seeing one’s reflection in a
mirror—can significantly reduce dishonesty.
Experimental research outside the laboratory
can also be used to inform public policy. In 2010,
the City of New York embarked on a multiyear
experimental test of the effectiveness of its 6-yearold homelessness prevention program, a $23 million endeavor called Homebase. Half of the test
subjects—people who were unable to pay their rent
and therefore risked eviction—were denied assistance from the program as researchers observed
them to see if they became homeless. The other half
received the program’s regular assistance services,
including tenant–landlord mediation, emergency
rental assistance, and job training (Buckley, 2010).
The city determined that the program’s intervention
actually made a difference in reducing the number of
homeless (Goodman, Messeri, & O’Flaherty, 2016).
Nevertheless, some public officials have denounced
the experiment as unnecessarily cruel.
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Field Research. In field research, qualitative
sociologists observe events as they actually occur,
without selecting experimental and control groups
or purposely introducing any changes into the subjects’ environments. Field research can take several forms. In nonparticipant observation, the
researcher observes people without directly interacting with them and without their knowing that
they are being observed. Sociologist Lyn Lofland
(1973), for example, studied how strangers relate to
one another in public places by going to bus depots,
airports, stores, restaurants, and parks and secretly
recording everything she saw.
Participant observation requires that the
researcher interact with subjects. In some cases,
the researcher openly identifies herself or himself. For instance, to gain insight into how people
balance work and family, sociologist Arlie Russell
Hochschild (1997) observed employees over a
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Unobtrusive Research. All the methods I’ve discussed so far—whether quantitative or qualitative—
require the researcher to have some contact with
the people being studied: giving them tasks to do
in an experiment, watching them (with or without
their knowing that they are participating in social
research), or asking them questions. But the very
act of intruding into people’s lives may influence the
phenomena being studied. This problem, known as
reactivity, calls into question the accuracy of the
data that are collected, thereby threatening the
credibility of the research.
In the late 1920s, an engineer and a time study
analyst (Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939) were hired
to study working conditions and worker productivity at an electric company in Hawthorne, Illinois.
They were interested in finding out whether changing certain physical conditions in the plant could
improve workers’ productivity and satisfaction.
They quickly discovered that increasing the lighting
in the workroom was linked with workers’ producing more. Increasing the brightness of the lights
again the next day increased productivity even further. To bolster their conclusion, they decided to
dim the lights to see if productivity dropped. Much
to their dismay, productivity increased again when
they darkened the room. They soon realized that the
workers were responding more to the attention they
were receiving from the researchers than to changes
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Surveys. When it is impossible or impractical to
carry out field observations or to set up a controlled
experimental situation, social researchers use the
survey method. Surveys require that the researcher
pose a series of questions to respondents orally,
electronically, or on paper. The questions should
be sufficiently clear so they are understood by the
respondent the way the researcher wants them to
be understood and measure what the researcher
wants them to measure. In addition, the respondent is expected to answer the questions honestly
and thoughtfully. The answers are often recorded in
numerical form so they can be statistically analyzed.
Surveys typically use standardized formats.
All subjects are asked the same questions in the
same way, and large samples of people are used as
subjects. One survey that has provided the basis
for much sociological research on families is the
National Survey of Families and Households. First
conducted in the late 1980s, it includes information
derived from interviews with over 13,000 respondents. A second wave of the survey, conducted from
1992 to 1994, and a third wave from 2001 to 2003
included interviews with surviving members of the
original sample. The sample covers a diverse array
of households, including single-parent families,
families with stepchildren, cohabiting couples, and
recently married persons. A great deal of family
information was collected from each respondent,
including family arrangements in childhood, dating
experiences, experiences of leaving home, marital
and cohabitation experiences, details of contact
with kin, and data on economic well-being, as well
as education, childbearing, and employment histories. Some of the research discussed in this book is
based on analyses of data collected from this survey.
When sociologists Philip Blumstein and Pepper
Schwartz (1983) undertook a massive study of

intimate couples in the United States, they sent
questionnaires to people from every income level,
age group, religion, political ideology, and educational background. Some of their respondents
were cohabiting; others were married. Some had
children; others were childless. Some were heterosexual, others homosexual. All couples filled
out a 38-page questionnaire that asked questions
about their leisure activities, emotional support,
housework, finances, sexual relations, satisfaction,
relations with children, and so forth. More than
6,000 couples participated. From these surveys,
Blumstein and Schwartz were able to draw conclusions about the importance of money, work, sexuality, power, and gender in couples’ lives.
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the “waiting room” for the clients who had arrived
to see Desiree. Although Desiree knew O’Connell
Davidson was a sociologist, the clients did not.
If these men knew they were being studied, they
might have altered their conversations and behaviors to cover up potentially damaging information.
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Historical analysis relies on existing historical
documents as a source of research information.
Sociologist Kai Erikson (1966) was interested in how
communities construct definitions of acceptable
and unacceptable behavior. For his book Wayward
Puritans, he studied several “crime waves” among
the Puritans of the Massachusetts Bay Colony in the
late 17th century. Erikson examined court cases,
diaries, birth and death records, letters, and other
written documents of the period. Piecing together
fragments of information 300 years old was not
easy, but Erikson was able to draw some conclusions. He found that each time the colony was
threatened in some way—by opposing religious
groups, betrayals by community leaders, or the king
of England’s revocation of its charter—the number
of convicted criminals and the severity of punishments significantly increased. Erikson believed that
these fluctuations occurred because the community
needed to restate its moral boundaries and reaffirm
its authority.
All these methods allow sociological researchers to collect information without intruding on and
possibly changing the behavior of the people and
groups they’re studying.
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in their working conditions. This phenomenon is
known as the “Hawthorne effect.”
To avoid such influence, sociologists sometimes use another research technique, unobtrusive
research, which requires no contact with people at
all. Unobtrusive research is an examination of
the evidence of social behavior that people create or
leave behind. There are several types of unobtrusive
research.
Analysis of existing data (also known as
secondary data) relies on data gathered earlier
by someone else for some other purpose. Émile
Durkheim used this technique when he examined
different suicide rates for different groups to gain
insight into the underlying causes of suicide (see
Chapter 1). Analysis of existing data is still used
extensively by sociologists today. One of the most
popular and convenient sources of data is the U.S.
Census. Studies that examine broad, nationwide
trends (e.g., marriage, divorce, or premarital childbearing rates) typically use existing census data.
Content analysis is the study of documented
communications—books, speeches, poems, song
lyrics, television commercials, websites, and so
forth. This method is particularly useful for documenting cultural shifts over time. For example,
psychologists Jean Twenge, Keith Campbell, and
Brittany Gentile (2012) analyzed the content of
American books published from 1960 to 2008
using the Google Books Ngram database. This
search engine allows you to assess how often a
particular word or phrase appears in the millions
of digitized books found in the database. The
researchers found that over the span of 48 years,
individualistic words and phrases like personalized, self, unique, I come first, and I can do it
myself became more common, whereas words that
reflected a more communal orientation, such as
community, collective, share, united, and common
good became less common. From these data they
were able to argue that we are experiencing a shift
in language usage reflective of a larger cultural
ethos that has been increasingly characterized by
a focus on the self and a reduced sense of group
identity and responsibility.
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THE TRUSTWORTHINESS
OF SOCIAL RESEARCH
Most sociologists see research as not only personally
valuable but central to improving human know
ledge and understanding. However, as consumers
of this research, we must always ask, “How accurate is this information?” Sometimes it’s difficult to
interpret the evidence we come across in scholarly
research articles (see Exhibit 3.1). Moreover, even
though we have a tendency to believe what we read
in print or see reported on television or posted on
websites, much of what we see may be either inaccurate or misleading. To evaluate the results of
social research, we must examine the researcher’s
samples, the indicators used to measure important
variables, and the researcher’s personal qualities—
namely, values, interests, and ethics.
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Frequently, sociological researchers are interested
in the attitudes, behaviors, or characteristics of
large groups—college students, women, Instagram
subscribers, single parents, and so on. It would be
impossible to interview, survey, observe, or experiment on all these people directly. Hence, researchers must select a smaller sample of respondents
from the larger population. The characteristics of
this subgroup are supposed to approximate the
characteristics of the entire population of interest. A sample is said to be representative if the
small group being studied is in fact typical of the
population as a whole. For instance, a sample of
100 students from your university should include

roughly the same proportion of first-year students,
sophomores, juniors, and seniors that characterizes
the entire school population. Sampling techniques
have become highly sophisticated, as illustrated by
the relative accuracy of polls conducted to predict
election results.
In the physical sciences, sampling is not such
an issue. Certain physical or chemical elements are
assumed to be identical. One need only study a small
number of vials of liquid nitrogen, because one vial
of nitrogen should be the same as any other. Human
beings, however, vary widely on every imaginable
characteristic. You couldn’t make a general statement
about all Americans on the basis of an interview
with one person. For that matter, you couldn’t draw
conclusions about all people from observing a sample
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Samples

As you read a piece of published sociological research, you may be more able to assess the value of the
research and the results if you ask yourself some questions about the article:
What is the basic research problem the researcher is investigating?

•

Is the research question derived from a particular sociological theory?

•

Were any hypotheses stated? How were these hypotheses different from those tested in previous
research?

•

What type of research was used? Experiment? Survey? Existing statistics? Field research?
Unobtrusive research?

•

What were the independent and dependent variables? Did the author explain how the variables were
measured?
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•

Who were the subjects in the study? How were they selected? Did the author think the sample was
representative of the general population?

•

What did the research find? How clearly were the statistical results discussed?

•

Is there anything else you’d want to know about how the research was carried out that wasn’t
discussed by the author?

D
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•

Source: Adapted from Schutt, 2015, Appendix A.
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I went to a restaurant yesterday for lunch.
I began to feel guilty, when I reached
into my pocket for a cigarette. . . . I was
thinking of the government figures which
estimated cigarette smokers at 26% of
the population of the United States. But
everywhere I looked inside that room,
people were smoking. I decided to count
them. There were 22 people in the
room. . . . I was surprised to discover that
the government’s figures were an outright
fabrication. . . . Seventeen people out of
the 22 were cigarette smokers. . . . That
accounts for over 77% of the people in that
restaurant. . . . The government’s figures are
understated by 51% and just plain wrong!
(Greencastle Banner Graphic, 1992)

marital satisfaction? How would you recognize
alienation or social class? Sociologists thus resign
themselves to measuring indicators of things that
cannot be measured directly. Researchers measure
events and behaviors commonly thought to accompany a particular variable, hoping that what they
are measuring is a valid indicator of the concept
they are interested in.
Suppose you believe that people’s attitudes
toward abortion are influenced by the strength of
their religious beliefs, or “religiosity.” You might
hypothesize that the stronger a person’s religious
beliefs, the less accepting he or she will be of abortion rights. To test this hypothesis, you must first
figure out what you mean by “religious.” What
might be an indicator of the strength of someone’s
religious beliefs? You could determine whether the
subjects of your study identify themselves as members of some organized religion. But this indicator might not tell you how religious your subjects
are because many people identify themselves as,
say, Catholic or Jewish but are not religious at all.
Likewise, some people who consider themselves
quite religious don’t identify with any organized
religion. So this measure would focus on group differences but would fail to capture the intensity of a
person’s beliefs or the degree of religious interest.
Perhaps a better indicator would be some quantifiable behavior, such as the frequency of attendance at formal religious services (Babbie, 1986).
Arguably, the more someone attends church, synagogue, or mosque, the more religious that person
is. But here, too, we run into problems. Church
attendance, for instance, may reflect family pressure, habit, or the desire to visit with others rather
than religious commitment. Furthermore, many
very religious people are unable to attend services
because they are sick or disabled. As you can see,
indicators seldom perfectly reflect the concepts they
are intended to measure.
Surveys are particularly susceptible to inaccurate
indicators. A loaded phrase or an unfamiliar word
in a survey question can dramatically affect people’s
responses in ways unintended by the researcher.
For instance, during the campaign leading up to
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consisting only of Americans, men, or teenagers.
Samples that are not representative can lead to inaccurate and misleading conclusions.
Note the sampling problems revealed in the
following letter to the editor of a small-town newspaper in the rural Midwest:
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This letter writer assumed that the 22 people
who frequented a small restaurant in a small, relatively poor rural town on a single day were an accurate representation of the entire U.S. population.
Such a conclusion overlooks some important factors. Government studies show that the lower a person’s income, the greater the likelihood that person
will be a smoker. Furthermore, people in blue-collar
or service jobs are more likely to smoke than people
in white-collar jobs. Finally, the prevalence of smoking tends to be higher in rural areas of the Midwest
and South than in other parts of the country (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, 2006).
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Indicators
As you recall, one problem sociologists face when
doing research is that the variables they are interested in studying are often difficult to see. What
does powerlessness look like? How can you identify
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Rasmussen Reports: “Do you favor or
oppose a temporary ban on all Muslims
entering the United States until the federal
government improves its ability to screen
out potential terrorists from coming here?”
Forty-six percent were in favor; 40%,
opposed.

e

rib
ut

•

is
t

NBC News/Wall Street Journal: “Recently
Donald Trump has called for a total and
complete shutdown for any Muslim being
allowed to enter the United States. Do you
favor or oppose this proposal?” Twenty-five
percent were in favor; 57%, opposed.
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other family arrangements. Furthermore, research
is sometimes linked to narrowly defined political interest, as when environmental groups fund
research showing the damaging effects of global
warming. For more than two decades, the National
Rifle Association has conducted a successful campaign to prevent federal funding of research on gun
violence (Dean, 2017). Other times research reflects
powerful economic interests, as when tobacco companies fund research that downplays the relationship between cigarette smoking and cancer. A few
years ago, a legal investigation found that from
1998 to 2005, 26 scientific journal articles on the
use of the hormone replacement drugs Premarin
and Prempro for menopausal women were written by ghostwriters who were on the payroll of
Wyeth, the pharmaceutical company that manufactured Premarin (Singer, 2009). That same year,
an investigation by the Department of Health and
Human Services found that the Food and Drug
Administration does almost nothing to monitor
financial conflicts of interest of doctors who conduct clinical trials of drugs and medical devices
(cited in G. Harris, 2009).
But it’s not just a problem of unscrupulous
researchers or financial benefactors. Academic
journals are notoriously reluctant to publish studies that show no support for the hypothesized
relationship between one variable and another.
A reexamination of clinical trial studies of antidepressants conducted from 1987 to 2004 found that
medical journals had a significant bias toward publishing studies with positive results (E. H. Turner,
Matthews, Linardatos, Tell, & Rosenthal, 2008).
This problem has become so bad that an organization of 12 major medical journals proposed that
pharmaceutical companies be required to register
clinical trials at the beginning of drug studies so
that negative and not just positive results would be
publicly available (Meier, 2004).
We must remember that sociologists are people just like the rest of us, with their own biases,
preconceptions, and expectations. Sociologists’
values determine the kinds of information they
gather about a particular social phenomenon. If you
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the 2016 presidential election, Donald Trump
famously announced his desire to ban Muslim noncitizens from entering the United States. Several
polling organizations quickly set about measuring
the public’s opinion on the matter. Their findings—
and therefore any assessment of the voting public’s
position on this issue—varied greatly, depending on
how they asked the question (J. Barro, 2015):
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Why do you think the different wording of these
two questions led to the starkly different responses?
The first poll was conducted over the phone, whereas
the second one was done online. How do you suppose that might have influenced people’s answers?

Values, Interests, and
Ethics in Sociological Research
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Along with samples and indicators, the researcher’s
own qualities can influence social research. Ideally,
research is objective and nonbiased and measures
what is and not what should be. However, the
questions researchers ask and the way they interpret observations always take place in a particular
cultural, political, and ideological context (Ballard,
1987; Denzin, 1989).
Consider the impact of values and interests. If
prevailing social values identify an intact nuclear
family as the best environment for children, then
most researchers will be prone to notice the disadvantages and perhaps ignore the advantages of
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$50 million project designed to improve the way
hospital patients are treated after car accidents,
shootings, heart attacks, and other emergencies.
Because such patients are often unconscious when
they arrive at the hospital, researchers were allowed
to conduct medical experiments on them without
their consent, something that goes against usual
ethical research protocol (Stein, 2007).
And what about research that requires information about people who may be involved in dangerous or criminal behavior or who do not want or
cannot have their identities revealed? Sociologist
Patricia Adler (1985) was interested in studying
the worlds of drug dealers and smugglers. The illegal nature of their work makes them, by necessity,
secretive, deceitful, and mistrustful—not the sort
of individuals who make ideal surveyor interview
respondents. So Adler had to establish a significant level of rapport and trust. Although she never
became actively involved in drug trafficking, she did
become a part of the dealers’ and smugglers’ social
world and participated in their daily activities. Only
by studying these criminals in their natural setting
was she able to see the full complexity of the world
of drug smuggling. Her research, however, raises
important questions related to trustworthiness
and ethics: Did her closeness to her subjects make
it impossible to study them objectively? Did she
have an obligation to report illegal activity to law
enforcement officials?
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were conducting research on whether the criminal
justice system is fair, would you study criminals,
politicians, law enforcement personnel, judges, or
victims? Each group would likely provide a different
perception of the system. The most accurate picture
of reality is likely to be based on the views of all subgroups involved.
In fact, values can influence the questions that
researchers find important enough to address in the
first place (Reinharz, 1992). For instance, research
on families has historically reflected the interests
of men. The term labor force has traditionally
referred to those working for pay and has excluded
those doing unpaid work, such as housework and
volunteer jobs—areas that have always been predominantly female. Thus, findings on labor force
participation are more likely to reflect the significant elements of men’s lives than of women’s lives.
You can see that a lack of data does not necessarily
indicate that a phenomenon or a problem doesn’t
exist. Perhaps all it indicates is that no researcher
has yet undertaken a systematic study of it.
Ethics is another personal quality that affects
the trustworthiness of social research. Research,
as I mentioned earlier, often represents an intrusion into people’s lives; it may disrupt their ordinary activities, and it often requires them to reveal
personal information about themselves. Ethical
researchers agree, therefore, that they should protect the rights of subjects and minimize the amount
of harm or disruption subjects might experience as
a result of being part of a study. Ethical researchers
agree that no one should be forced to participate in
research, that those who do participate ought to be
fully informed of the possible risks involved, and
that every precaution ought to be taken to protect
the confidentiality and anonymity of participants.
Sociologists almost always conduct their research
under the scrutiny of university review committees
for the protection of human participants.
At the same time, however, researchers must
attempt to secure the most accurate—and perhaps
most useful—information possible. Sometimes, this
requirement conflicts with ethical considerations.
In 2007, the federal government began a 5-year,
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CONCLUSION
In this chapter, I have described some of the processes by which reality is constructed, communicated, manipulated, and accepted. Reality, whether
in the form of casual observations or formal
research, is ultimately a human creation. Different
people can create different conceptions of reality.
This issue can be raised from a personal level
to a global one. People in every culture believe that
their reality is the paramount one. Who is right?
Can we truly believe that a reality in direct conflict with ours is equally valid? If we profess that
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CHAPTER HIGHLIGHTS
The social construction of reality (truth,
knowledge) is the process by which reality
is discovered, made known, reinforced, and
changed by members of society.
Language is the medium through which reality
construction takes place. It enables us to think,
interpret, and define. Linguistic categories
reflect aspects of a culture that are relevant and
meaningful to people’s lives.

•

Not all of us possess the same ability to define
reality. Individuals and groups in positions of
power have the ability to control information,

KEY TERMS

The purpose of a discipline such as sociology
is to amass a body of knowledge that provides
the public with useful information about how
society works. This is done, quantitatively and
qualitatively, through systematic social research—
field research, surveys, and unobtrusive research.
It is important to keep in mind, however, that
this form of reality is also a social construction,
shaped by the people who fund, conduct, and
report on social research.
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define values, create myths, manipulate events, and
ultimately influence what others take for granted.
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other cultures that what they do or believe is wrong
only because it conflicts with our definition of reality? Exasperating and complex, these questions lie
at the core of international relations, global commerce, and everyday life.
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everyone should have the right to believe what she
or he wants, are we acknowledging the socially constructed nature of reality or merely being tolerant
of those who are not “smart enough” to think as
we do? Do we have the right to tell other people or

edge.sagepub.com/newmanbrief6e
SAGE edge offers a robust online environment featuring an impressive array of free tools and
resources for review, study, and further exploration, keeping both instructors and students on the
cutting edge of teaching and learning.

Copyright ©2019 by SAGE Publications, Inc.
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

