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Preface

THE VISION

This Handbook is one tangible product of a lifelong affaire. When 1 was re-introduced to
social psychology, as a first-semester senior psychology major, it was “love at first sight.”
I majored in psychology because I wanted to understand human social behavior. I had taken
an introductory sociology course as a freshman. The venerable Lindesmith and Strauss was
our text, and I enjoyed both the text and the course. I thought at the time that it was the psy-
chology of the material that attracted me. Two years later, after several psychology courses,
I walked into social psychology, and realized it was the social that attracted me. I never
looked back. Later in that semester I quizzed my faculty mentors, and learned that there were
three places where I could get an education in social psychology: at Stanford with Leon
Festinger, at Columbia, and at Michigan, in the joint, interdisciplinary program directed by
Ted Newcomb. Fortunately, I arrived in Ann Arbor in the fall of 1963, and spent the next four
years taking courses and seminars in social psychology, taught by faculty in both the sociol-
ogy and psychology departments. I especially value the opportunity that I had to learn from
and work with Dan Katz, Herb Kelman, and Ted Newcomb during those years.

These experiences shaped my intellectual commitments. I am convinced that social psy-
chology is best approached with an interdisciplinary perspective. I bring such a perspective to
my research, undergraduate training, and mentoring of graduate students. I do not believe that
social psychology is the only relevant perspective, but I do believe that it is essential to a
complete understanding of human social behavior.

As I completed my graduate work, I was fortunate to obtain a position in the University
of Wisconsin Sociology Department. At that time, there were two other faculty members
there who had earned degrees in the joint program at Michigan, Andy Michener and Shalom
Schwartz. The three of us did much of the teaching in the social psychology area, gradu-
ate and undergraduate. We shared the view that social psychology is an interdisciplinary field,
that combining relevant work by persons working in psychology and in sociology leads
to a more comprehensive understanding. We viewed social psychology as an empirical
field; theory, both comprehensive and mid-range, is essential to the development of the field
but so is empirical research testing and refining those theoretical ideas. We believed that

ix
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research employing all types of methods, qualitative and quantitative, make an important
contribution.

What, you ask, is the relevance of this personal history? The answer is that it is the
source of the vision that guides my work. You will see this vision of the field reflected in var-
ious ways throughout this Handbook.

I was very pleased when the Social Psychology Section of the American Sociological
Association decided to sponsor the volume, Social psychology: Sociological perspectives,
edited by Rosenberg and Turner. I felt that there was a need for such a volume that could be
used as a textbook in graduate courses. Following its publication in 1981, I used the book reg-
ularly in my graduate course. According to Cook, Fine, and House, it “became the textbook
of choice for many sociologists teaching graduate courses in social psychology” (1995, p. ix).
The need for an updating and expansion of that volume to reflect new trends in our field led
the Section to commission a new work, published as Sociological perspectives in social psy-
chology in 1995. I used this book in graduate courses for several years. By 2001 I felt that a
new edition was needed. Conversations with members and officers of the Social Psychology
Section indicated that the Section had no plans to commission such a book. At about this time
Howard Kaplan, general Editor of this series of Handbooks, invited me to edit a volume on
social psychology. And here it is. The editors of the two books commissioned by the Social
Psychology Section graciously donated some of the royalties to the Section. I will donate to
the Section one-half of any royalties from the sales of this Handbook.

THE GOALS

My goals as editor are similar to those of my distinguished predecessors, including Morris
Rosenberg, Ralph Turner, Karen Cook, Gary Fine, and Jim House. I have also relied on the
Handbooks of social psychology, which draw together work in our field from a more psy-
chological perspective, in both my research and teaching. Now in the fourth edition, pub-
lished in 1998, it convinced me of the value of a volume that can serve as a sourcebook for
researchers and practitioners. One goal in preparing this Handbook is to provide such a
sourcebook, or “standard professional reference for the field of social psychology” (Gilbert,
Fiske, & Lindzey, 1998, p. xi). A second goal is to provide an opportunity for scholars in the
field to take stock of and reflect on work in their areas of expertise. Authors were invited not
only to draw together past work, but also to identify limitations in and to point to needed
future directions. Third, I hope that this volume will serve as the “textbook of choice” for
graduate courses for the next several years.

THE FIELD OF SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY

Social psychology is a major subfield within sociology. The principal journal in the area,
Social Psychology Quarterly (originally called Sociometry), was founded in 1937, and is one
of only six journals published by the American Sociological Association. Sociologists share
this field with psychologists. This has led to diverse views of the relationship between psy-
chological and sociological social psychology. Twenty-five years ago, a widely held view was
that these subfields were relatively distinct, that each was a distinctive “face” with its own core
questions, theory, and methods (House, 1977). It is certainly true that there are differences in
core questions; a comparison of the Table of Contents of the Handbook of social psychology
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(1998) and Sociological perspectives on social psychology (1995) will make clear these dif-
ferences. Psychologists often emphasize processes that occur inside the individual, including
perception, cognition, motivation, and emotion, and the antecedents and consequences of
these processes. In analyzing interaction, their focus is often on how aspects of self, attitudes,
and interpersonal perception influence behavior. Sociologists have traditionally been more
concerned with social collectivities, including families, organizations, communities, and
social institutions.

Social psychology is the study of the interface between these two sets of phenomena,
the nature and causes of human social behavior (Michener & DeLamater, 1999). Both intra-
individual and the social context influence and are influenced by individual behavior. The
core concerns of social psychology include:

o the impact of one individual on another

o the impact of a group on its individual members

o the impact of individuals on the groups in which they participate, and
o the impact of one group on another.

Given this set of concerns, I share Cook, Fine, and House’s (1995) view that social psy-
chology is interdisciplinary, that it involves and requires a synthesis of the relevant work in
the two disciplines on which it draws. The apparent division into “two social psychologies”
reflects in part the bureaucratic structure of the modern American university, including the
division of knowledge by departments, and the practice of requiring a faculty member to have
a single “tenure home.” I do not believe that there are insurmountable differences in theory,
method, or substance between the work of psychological and sociological social psycholo-
gists. The so-called “cognitive revolution” brought to the fore in psychology the same
processes traditionally emphasized by symbolic interaction theory, identity theory, and the
dramaturgical perspective in sociology.

One facet of social psychology within sociology is a set of theoretical perspectives.
Rosenberg and Turner (1981) included chapter-length treatment of four theories: symbolic
interaction, social exchange, reference group, and role theory. Cook, Fine, and House (1996)
did not include a section devoted to theory, using instead an organization based on substan-
tive areas. I have included a section on theory, with chapters on symbolic interaction, social
exchange, expectation states, social structure and personality, and the evolutionary perspec-
tives. The differences in the topics of theoretical chapters between Rosenberg and Turner and
this Handbook reflect the changes in the field in the last two decades of the 20th century.
Although it remains a useful metaphor, the role perspective qua theory has not flourished.
Renewed interest in cognitive processes and their social context, and the development of
social identity theory, has recast some of the concerns of the reference group perspective.
Expectation states theory has become a major perspective, reflecting the continuing incre-
mental and innovative theoretical development and research activities of a new generation of
social psychologists. The rapid development of evolutionary perspectives and their applica-
tion to such topics as interpersonal attraction, mate selection, family, and sexuality are the
most visible changes to have occurred in the field.

Another facet is the methods we use to gather empirical data. Those who share(d) the
“two social psychologies” view point(ed) to the dominance of the experiment in psychologi-
cal social psychology, and of the survey in sociological social psychology. While there was a
pronounced difference in this regard in the 1970s and 1980s, that difference has narrowed
greatly in the past decade. Researchers, whether psychologists or sociologists, interested in
areas such as prejudice and racism, mental health, and adult personality have always relied
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heavily on surveys. Recent developments in the analysis of data and the increasing use of
longitudinal designs have enhanced our ability to test causal models with survey data; the
experimental method is no longer the only way to study causality. Furthermore, the use of the
experiment by sociologically oriented social psychologists is increasing, particularly in
research on expectation states and exchange theory. This development is welcomed by those
of us who believe that problems are best studied using multiple methods. Finally, there has
been a renaissance in the use of systematic observation by sociologically oriented researchers.
Thus in 2002, social psychologists from both sides of the aisle are using surveys, experiments,
and observational methods, and learning from each other how to improve these techniques.

At the same time, social psychology remains well integrated into the larger discipline of
sociology. We share the use of the theories and methods described above with other sociolo-
gists. In our research and writing, we focus on topics that are of interest and in some cases
central to the discipline: life-course analyses, social networks, socialization, status, stereo-
typing, and stigma, to name a few. Work by social psychologists is integral to most of the
other major subfields in sociology: collective behavior and social movements, development,
deviance, emotion, health, language, and social stratification. The relevance of social
psychology to these topics is made clear in many of the chapters that follow.

THIS HANDBOOK

The topic outline for this Handbook is the result of a variety of input. I began by looking in
detail at the outlines of four previous handbooks. I noted the frequency with which topics
appeared, and developed an initial list of more than 25 topics. The sifting and winnowing of
the list benefited greatly from input from the graduate student and faculty participants in the
Social Psychology Brownbag/Seminar and other faculty members at the University of
Wisconsin. Howard Kaplan also reviewed the outline. The Table of Contents contains all of
the topics on my final list, save one. Despite repeated efforts, I was unable to find someone
to author a chapter on the social psychology of race and gender.

Section I of the book contains five chapters, each of which presents a theoretical per-
spective basic to contemporary social psychology. They include symbolic interaction theory,
expectation states theory, social exchange theory, the social structure and personality per-
spective, and evolutionary theory. Section II includes three chapters looking at developmen-
tal and socialization processes across the life of the person. Reflecting the divisions of the
research literature, these chapters focus on childhood, adolescence, and adulthood, respec-
tively. Section III contains chapters on major topics that are associated primarily with the per-
son, including self, language, social cognition, values and attitudes, and emotions. Section IV
includes chapters on interpersonal phenomena, including attraction and relationships, small
groups, social networks, and the impact of structural location on psychological processes. The
last section includes chapters discussing the contributions of social psychology to topics of
general interest to sociologists, including deviant behavior, intergroup relations, collective
behavior and social movements, and the study of cultural variation.

On the whole, the process of inviting persons to contribute to the Handbook went
smoothly because most of the persons I approached agreed to contribute. In some cases, they
added the writing of a chapter for the Handbook to an already long list of commitments, and
I am very grateful for their willingness to do so. I believe that in many cases, accepting my
invitation reflects the person’s sense that this is an important undertaking. Of the 38 contrib-
utors to this Handbook, 28 are new in the sense that they did not contribute to Cook, Fine, and
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House. I invited more senior persons to collaborate with a younger scholar in writing their
chapters, and many of them did so. I am delighted at the inclusion of so many members of the
cohort recently entering the field.

In common with other recent Handbooks, this one has some limitations. Because it is a
single volume, unlike Gilbert, Fiske, and Lindzey, some tough choices were necessary with
regard to topics. Not included in this volume are chapter-length treatments of some important
areas, including aging, ethnography, sexuality, social constructionism, and social psychology
of organizations, of work. This volume does not include chapters on research methods. I
considered this choice carefully, and I conciuded that 1 wanted to use the pages to cover
substantive topics, that there are other good sources of information on the methods qua
methods. A second limitation arises from the page limit imposed on authors; the target was
40 manuscript pages, including references. This, of course, forced authors to omit some
topics and abbreviate coverage of others.

In their preface, Rosenberg and Turner characterized sociological social psychology as
“having reached the late adolescent stage of development; as such, it is heir to the various
identity crises that so often characterize that developmental stage. This volume, we hope, will
assist it in discovering and establishing that identity” (1981, p. xxxiv). Fourteen years later,
in their Introduction, Cook, Fine, and House stated “we have grown as a field and become
more integrated into the discipline” (1995, p. xii), and suggested that the field had reached
early middle age. In light of the fact that only eight years has passed since then, and of the
continued growth, emergence of new areas of work, and increasing integration captured in
these pages, we cannot have grown much older. I foresee a long and healthy midlife.
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THEORETICAL
PERSPECTIVES



CHAPTER 1

The Symbolic Interactionist Frame

SHELDON STRYKER
KEVIN D. VRYAN

THE IMAGERY, PREMISES, AND
CONCEPTUALIZATIONS OF SYMBOLIC
INTERACTIONISM

This chapter reviews symbolic interactionism, a framework or perspective composed of an
imagery and conceptualizations in terms of which this imagery is expressed, as well as a set of
initiating premises from which questions of social psychology can be pursued. The forerunners,
early formulators, and current users share in important degree elements of the framework; they
also in important degree differ in their imagery of, language describing, and premises about
human beings, society, the relation of society and human beings, and the nature of human action
and interaction. We begin our review by discussing underlying commonalities of most who see
their social psychological work as stemming from symbolic interactionism. We hold for later
discussion that differentiates social psychologists sharing the underlying commonalities.*

Imagery

From the perspective of symbolic interactionism, society is a web of communication or
interaction, the reciprocal influence of persons taking each other into account as they act.

*Inevitably, this chapter draws heavily on the authors’ previous work (esp. Stryker, 1981), not departing from that
work simply for the sake of being different. It reflects, however, an updating of that prior work through substantive
changes in ideas, the existence of a second author, and changes in the relevant literature.

SHELDON STRYKER AND KEVIN D. VRYAN ¢ Department of Sociology, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana 47405
Handbook of Social Psychology, edited by John Delamater. Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, New York, 2003.
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4 Sheldon Stryker and Kevin D. Vryan

Interaction is symbolic, proceeding in terms of meanings persons develop in interaction itself.
The environment of action and interaction of humans is symbolically defined. Persons inter-
act using symbols developed in their interaction, and they act through the communication of
these symbols. Society is a term summarizing such interaction; subparts of society designate
the settings in which interaction takes place. In this image, social life is a thoroughly dynamic
process. Neither society nor its subparts exist as static entities; rather, these are continuously
created and recreated as persons act toward one another. Social reality is a flow of events
involving multiple persons. Just as society derives from the social process, so do people: both
take on meanings that emerge in and through social interaction. Since both derive from the
social process, neither society nor the individual possess reality that is prior to or takes prece-
dence over the other. Society, as a web of interaction, creates persons; but the actions of
persons create, through interaction, society. Society and person are two sides of the same
coin, neither existing except as they relate to one another.

The symbolic capacity of humans implies they have minds and think, they manipulate
symbols internally. They can think about themselves and in so doing come to have a self both
shaped by the social process and entering into the social process. Thinking occurs in the form
of internal conversation making use of symbols that develop out of the social process. Mind
and self arise in response to interruptions in the flow of activities—or problems—and involve
formulating and selecting among possible courses of action to resolve the problems. Choice
is part of the human condition, its content contained in the subjective experience of the per-
son emerging in and through the social process. Consequently, in order to comprehend human
behavior, sociology must come to terms with the subjective experience of persons studied and
incorporate that experience into accounts of their behavior. Part of that subjective experience,
important for choices made, is the experience of self.

This imagery contains the idea that, individually and collectively, humans are active and
creative, not only responders to external environmental forces. The environments in which
they act and interact are symbolic environments; the symbols attaching to human and non-
human environments are produced in interaction and can be manipulated in the courtse of
interaction; thought can be used to anticipate the effectiveness of alternatives for action
intended to resolve problems; and choice among alternative courses of action is a feature of
social conduct. Thus, human social behavior is at least in degree indeterminate as a matter of
principle (and not incomplete knowledge), since neither the course nor the outcomes of social
interaction are completely predictable from factors and conditions that precede that interaction.

Premises*

As Snow (2001, p. 368) observes, a wide variety of persons who see their work as symbolic
interactionist accept Blumer’s (1969, pp. 2-6) specification of the three basic premises or
principles of the frame. This appears to be true for those who accept the methodological dicta
(see below) Blumer takes as necessary implications of those premises and those who, like
the anthors of this chapter, do not believe his methodological dicta are necessitated by the

*Three “versions” of the premises are provided because they differ in an important respect. For Blumer, the prem-
ises are what define symbolic interactionism, Stryker's premises reflect what persons presenting themselves as sym-
bolic interactionists have in common, while Snow’s cover the range of ideas in the cotlective work of contemporary
interactionism.
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premises. The three premises* on which symbolic interactionism rests—that is, the principles
that are of defining significance for the frame—are, according to Blumer: (1) human beings
act toward things—physical objects, other humans, categories of humans, institutions, ideals,
activities of others, and situations encountered—on the basis of the meanings that the things
have for them; (2) meanings arise in the process of interaction between people, that is, the
meanings of things are social products growing out of how persons act toward one another
with regard to the things; and (3) the use of meanings occurs through a process of interpreta-
tion in which actors communicate with themselves, selecting, checking, regrouping, trans-
forming, and using meanings to form and guide their actions and interactions in situations in
which they find themselves.

Stryker (1988), drawing on Blumer’s treatment, gives these premises a somewhat differ-
ent, albeit closely related, cast. He asserts that the premises shared among symbolic interac-
tionists are: (1) an adequate account, whether explanation or simply understanding, of human
behavior must incorporate the point of view of actors engaged in the behavior; (2) social
interaction—the social process in Mead’s terms—is fundamental, with both self and social
structure emergent from interaction; and (3) persons’ reflexivity, their responses to them-
selves, link larger social processes to the interactions in which they engage.

Believing Blumer’s three principles do not adequately describe the tenets of the
symbolic interactionist frame because they fail to explicitly articulate ideas implicit in them,
Snow (2001) suggests a broader, more inclusive set of four “cornerstone” principles that
better embrace the range of work symbolic interactionists do. By going beyond identifying
meaning and interpretation as the orienting concerns of symbolic interactionism, Snow
contends this set is not subject to criticisms levied at Blumer’s conception of the frame
(e.g., by Fine, 1992; Huber, 1973; Stryker, 1988).

The first and most basic of the set is the principle of interactive determination, asserting
that understanding objects of analysis (self, identities, roles, organizational practices, etc.)
cannot be achieved fully by considering only qualities intrinsic to them. Rather, understand-
ing requires that the interactional contexts (“web of relationships”) in which they are embed-
ded be considered as well. The priority accorded this principle reflects Snow’s argument
that it is required to fully appreciate the remaining three principles, that the meaning and
implications of other principles of symbolic interactionism result importantly from the inter-
actional contexts in which they are embedded and from which they emerge.

The remaining members of Snow’s symbolic interactionist principles are symbolization,
emergence, and human agency. The principle of symbolization indicates that events, condi-
tions, artifacts, individuals, aggregations of individuals, and other features of people’s envi-
ronments take on meanings and become objects for persons that elicit feelings and actions.
He notes that this principle is the heart of Blumer’s conception of symbolic interactionism and
is typically taken as the focal concern of the framework. However, he asserts, too heavy an
emphasis on the generation and imputation of meanings and on related interpretive processes
can give rise to two related errors: seeing symbolization as always problematic, and seeing
persons as continuously involved in trying to make sense of their worlds. Both errors fail
to recognize how often symbols and meanings reflect cultural and organizational contexts.
Otherwise stated, Snow’s assertion is that symbolization, meanings, and interpretations are
often givens in interaction embedded in social and cultural structures.

Nevertheless, symbolization is often at least in degree problematic, and Snow’s princi-
ple of emergence focuses attention on the side of social life in which it is. When habit does

*Blumer terms these premises “simple,” but they are complex in their implications.
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not guide behavior, when social change makes previously operative meanings rooted in
existing social and cultural contexts insufficient or ineffective in dealing with issues arising
in interaction, new cognitive and affective states as well as new states of social relationships
can give rise to new symbolizations. As Snow notes, these emergent new meanings and inter-
pretations can depart from, challenge, and potentially transform existing structures and cultures.

The principle of human agency attends to humans as active and willful players con-
structing their lines of action. Not necessarily dismissive of structural and cultural constraints,
symbolic interactionists tend to see such constraints as circumstances human actors take into
account rather than determinants of lines of action. This formulation opens the way to view-
ing constraints as variably effective in closing off or in enabling particular lines of action—
in short, as under some circumstances effectively determining or precluding actions and under
other circumstances being of minimal import with respect to actions. As Snow states the
matier: structural and cultural constraints and the behaviors they prescribe are sometimes
taken for granted and routinized, and when they are the issue of agentic action fade into the
background. When, however, the taken for granted and routinized are disrupted, the agency
comes to the foreground as persons seek corrective or remedial actions.

Neither Stryker nor Snow see their descriptions of the frame as incompatible with
Blumer’s statement of its three premises. The former, who has strenuously rejected the method-
ological inferences Blumer draws from these meta-theoretical premises (see Stryker, 1980,
1988, and the discussion of these inferences below), finds the premises a reasonable statement
of what symbolic interactionists can agree to. Snow sees his elaboration of the principles of
symbolic interactionism as at least implicitly in Blumer’s premises.

Conceptualizations

The symbolic interactionist imagery and underlying premises described above incorporate
many of the concepts of the framework. Central is mearning, conceptualizations of which
begin with the social act, behavior of at least two persons taking each other into account in
the process of resolving some issue or problem. Social acts occur over time, and so allow
the appearance of gestures, parts of a social act that indicate other parts of the act still to come.
Vocal sounds, facial expressions, bodily movements, clothing, and so forth allow actors to
anticipate one another’s further actions; they are gestures. Gestures implying the “same”
future behavior to those emitting and those perceiving them are significant symbols. When
symbolized, things, ideas, and relationships between things and ideas enter people’s experi-
ence as objects whose meanings, developing from social interaction, become their social real-
ity. These meanings may not be identical among participants in social acts, but human
communication and interaction presuppose the existence of sufficiently shared meanings.

As anticipations of the future course of acts, symbols underwrite plans for action, organ-
izing behavior with reference to what they symbolize. To interact with others in a coherent,
organized way, meanings need to be at least tentatively assigned to the situations in which
persons find themselves and to the parts of those situations. Without such definitions of the
situation, behavior is likely to be random or disorganized. Tentative definitions may hold
indefinitely, or they may be revised as interaction unfolds and early definitions prove insuffi-
cient to allow the interaction to proceed in a satisfactory manner.

In general, and from the point of view of those involved in them, the most relevant
aspects of situations requiring definition are who or what persons—self and other(s)—in the
situation are, and what the situation of action itself may be. Defining the situation itself
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imposes limits on the kinds of people that can enter them, and in that sense, has primary
import. Perhaps most often institutional parameters and the physical locations characteristic
of these—is the table around which people are located in a seminar room at a university or in
a dining room in a home?—are basic to emergent definitions. But institutions and physical
locations allow great variation in the kinds of people entering them-—the seminar room may
be the scene of a dissertation defense or a discussion in an undergraduate honors class; the
family dining table may be scene of a Thanksgiving dinner or a family conference about what
to do about a wayward family member—and specifying the point or purpose of interaction
may be critical to how interactants define themselves and others in particular situations.

Typically, others in the situation are defined by locating them in recognized social
categories of actors representing the kinds of persons it is possible to be in a society: male or
female, young or old, employed or unemployed, parent or child. Locating others in this way
provides cues to their behavior in the form of expectations on the basis of which an actor can
organize his/her own behavior with reference to the others. Expectations attached to social
categories are roles.* Often situations allow or even require locating others in more than a sin-
gle category and so open the possibility that conflicting expectations of others emerge and no
clear means of organizing responses are available. Similarly, defining oneself in a situation
involves locating oneself in socially recognized categories, and can involve locating oneself
in multiple categories, with comparable consequences.

To respond reflexively to oneself by classifying and defining who one is, is to have a self.
The meaning of self, like the meaning of any significant symbol, develops in and through
interaction, and self, like any significant symbol, implies a plan of action. This is not to say
that all social behaviors are to be understood as self-directed: much social behavior is based
on habit (e.g., Camic, 1986) and ritual (e.g., Goffman, 1967), and self enters only when
behavior becomes problematic for one reason or another. Nor is it to say that self-awareness
is always present in social interaction: the effects of self-processes below the level of aware-
ness may well have substantial impact on social behavior.

Role-taking refers to a process by which persons anticipate responses of others, in effect
putting themselves in the place of others to see the world as they do. Prior experience with
those others, knowledge of the social categories in which they are located, and symbolic cues
emerging in interaction provide tentative definitions and expectations that are validated and/or
reshaped in interaction. Role-taking permits anticipating and monitoring the consequences
for interaction of one’s own actions, and allows the redirection of those actions as useful or
necessary. Interaction, sometimes predominately, also reflects role-making (Turner, 1962),
modifying or creating roles by devising performances responsive to roles imputed to others.
Role-making occurs when roles lack concreteness or consistency but actors must nevertheless
organize their behavior on the assumption that they are unequivocal.

Especially in complex, highly differentiated societies, meanings are not likely to be
shared in detail by parties to interaction, and indeed meanings held by some may contradict
meanings held by others. To the extent that meanings are not shared, inaccuracy in role-
taking and difficulty in role-making are likely to occur, complicating social interaction.
Implied in these assertions is that smooth and cooperative relationships do not necessarily

*Many interactionists avoid the language of “role,” believing the term implies fixed, static normative demands for
behavior belied by the fluidity and creativeness of ongoing social life. The concept nevertheless is implied in inter-
actionist work and provides a useful way of visualizing the link between social structure and social person central
to some contemporary interactionist theory (see below).
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follow from accurate role-taking or from role-making processes; conflict may well be
sharpened by or result from accuracy.*

THE FOCUS OF THIS CHAPTER

Generally, treatments of symbolic interactionism use the language of “symbolic interaction
theory.” Conventional, that language promises something other than is delivered here. As our
chapter title announces, our topic is a theoretical framework or perspective, a set of ideas
about some part of the social world, about what that part of the world consists of and how it
is made up, about how to investigate that part of the world. Some view symbolic interaction-
ism as a perspective or framework underlying sociology in general (e.g., see Blumer, 1969;
Maines, 2001). While there is some justification for this view, we discuss symbolic interac-
tionism as a set of ideas especially applicable to a sociological social psychology, defined
broadly as the study of the interplay between society and individual.? Further, some who see
their work as symbolic interactionist disdain the objective of achieving theoretical general-
izations about the relations of society and individual, questioning—even denying—the abil-
ity of scholars to produce objective knowledge. Perhaps most (including those working from
versions of the frame stemming from very different epistemological and methodological
positions¥) take the ultimate task of sociology and social psychology to be the development
and test of theory. In this chapter, we do not discuss in detail interactionist work that rejects
theoretical development as its goal.

The foregoing implies an important but often ignored distinction between “theory”
and “theoretical framework” (or “perspective”). The distinction is between a set of ideas
intended as an explanation of some particular aspect of the empirical social world (theory)
and the imagery, premises, and conceptualizations underlying that explanation (theoretical
framework). Or, to use the slightly different and expanded terms of an earlier treatment of
symbolic interactionism (Stryker, 1981, p. 27, footnote 3): “A theory, in a technical sense,
is a set of propositions about some part of the empirical world specifying how this part pre-
sumably works, emerging from a set of assumptions or postulates and from a set of concepts
used to describe the part of the world the theory purports to explain, and open to checking
against empirical observations of that world.”

This does not imply the lesser import of an underlying frame. There are virtually
unlimited ways of viewing the empirical social world, and without some frame or another,
a researcher faces a potentially bewildering range of possibilities. Indeed, to proceed without
at least an implicit frame is a literal impossibility. The imagery, premises, and conceptualiza-
tions making up a theoretical frame give direction to inquiry. In short, a frame precedes
theorization, suggesting some social phenomena in need of explanation, providing a sense of

*A persistent criticism of symbolic interactionism through the years refers to its ostensible inability to deal with
conflict in social relationships and interaction. That criticism rests on a failure to understand these points as well
as a simplistic view of the concept of meaning.

t“Society” here is a gloss for all relatively stable patterns of social (joint) interaction and relationships, and incor-
porating close examination of micro-social processes (Stryker, 2001a).

tSee, for example, the individual essays by Anselm Strauss (1994, pp. 3-8), Sheldon Stryker (1994, pp. 9-20), and
Carl Couch (1994, pp. 21--34) in Volume 16 of Studies in Symbolic Interaction.

IContemporary recognition of this distinction and its import, coming from opposite poles of the sociological
spectrum, can be found in Maines (2001) and Jasso (2001).
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what is relevant and important to observe, and offering ideas about how concepts may
interrelate to form an explanation of the phenomena of interest.

Frameworks are necessarily partial in focus. Being explicit about a frame underlying
an inquiry has the virtue of revealing the strengths of the frame in generating theory and
research. Equally important, it reveals the limitations of the frame by informing us about what
is outside the frame’s focus and, therefore, perhaps overlooked or discounted in its problem
formulation, conceptualizations, and explanations, as well as the empirical evidence it pur-
sues. There is another virtue in being explicit about the theoretical frame underlying specific
inquiries: a frame can serve to tie individual theories together. Empty of an understanding
of the frame joining individual theories, the latter are likely to develop on an ad hoc basis, in
forms particular to the unique character of the empirical events being theorized, and thus
limited in their more general meaning and significance.*

Frameworks are not themselves directly subject to empirical test, and so cannot be said
to be true or false. Rather, they are to be judged by their fertility in producing theories con-
sistent with empirical evidence. A framework that produces no empirically testable and ulti-
mately tested theories has no value for sociology or social psychology, for we will never know
if such a framework represents our creative imaginations or the social life we seek to under-
stand. There are, indeed, testable and, in reasonable degree, tested theories that derive from
a symbolic interactionist framework.” Historically, however, symbolic interactionists have
spent more of their energies debating the virtues of preferred variations and providing illus-
trative applications of the frame, rather than in deriving and testing explanatory theories.
More recently, there has been considerable movement toward correcting that imbalance.

There are a variety of perspectives in use among sociologists doing social psychology;¥
why should this volume devote a chapter to symbolic interactionism? The frame developed
largely in the work of sociologists, and historically it has been prominent among frames used
by sociological social psychologists. Of greater import, however, the frame brings into focus
the unique contributions of sociology to social psychology: distinctive and valuable theoretical
understanding of the impact of individuals’ locations in patterned social settings and relation-
ships on social interactions, social constructions, and social persons,! as well as the reciprocal
impact of interactions, constructions, and individuals on social settings and relationships.

We continue our treatment of symbolic interactionism by examining the philosophic con-
text from which the frame emerged, paying particular attention to a philosopher—psychologist,
George Herbert Mead, whose writings** undergird all subsequent developments of the frame.
We next attend to scholars who moved what Mead had to say into sociology and were, in that
sense, early proponents of the frame, paying particular attention to Robert Park, Herbert Blumer,

*It seems to us that contemporary psychological social psychology and the Group Processes field tend to proliferate
special theories of a wide range of phenomena whose relationship to one another remains relatively underdeveloped.

TExamples include the labeling theory of deviance (e.g., Lemert, 1951; Becker, 1963), identity theory (e.g., Stryker,
1968, 1980), and affect control theory (Heise, 1979).

*Apart from the frames treated as “Theoretical Orientations” in this volume, an earlier treatment of “sociological
social psychology” (Rosenberg and Turner, 1981) included chapters on social exchange theory, reference group
theory, and role theory, as well as symbolic interactionism. More recent treatments have included group processes
and social structure and personality along with symbolic interactionism (Stryker, 2001a).

In our judgment, if sociologists do not deal with the impact of social structures on social psychological processes,
no one else will. The language used here, “social person,” is, from the perspective of symbolic interactionism,
redundant: the person is necessarily social.

**Actually, Mead wrote very little for publication. Much of his thought appears in volumes of his lectures edited and
published by his students (e.g., Mead, 1934).
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and Manford Kuhn. Then we turn to presenting contemporary variations in the frame, con-
cluding with a discussion of the mutual relevance of its variants.

THE PHILOSOPHIC CONTEXT OF
SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM

“Symbolic interactionism” is a term invented by Herbert Blumer (1937) to describe a set of
ideas largely developed in the post-World War I context of the University of Chicago’s
Department of Sociology. Strongly resonating with the ideas of 18th century Scottish Moral
Philosophers, including Adam Smith, Adam Ferguson, and David Hume (see Bryson, 1945),
symbolic interactionism has been more directly influenced by the peculiarly American
philosophy of pragmatism.*

Maines (2000, pp. 2218-2219) offers a succinct summary of the main ideas of pragma-
tism, and suggests their sources in a neo-Hegelian emphasis on dialectic processes that
rejected dualistic views placing mind in opposition to body, the subjective in opposition to the
objective, and the individual in opposition to the social; an evolutionary, Darwinian, empha-
sis on emergence of new forms through variations in the old, differentially adaptive and
adjusted to changes in environmental circumstances; and a behavioristic emphasis on under-
standing and reality as rooted in persons’ conduct. Among the main ideas are:

First, humans are active, creative organisms, empowered with agency rather than passive respon-
ders to stimuli. Second, human life is a dialectical process of continuity and discontinuity and
therefore is inherently emergent. Third, humans shape their worlds and thus actively produce the
conditions of freedom and constraint. Fourth, subjectivity is not prior to social conduct but instead
flows from it. Minds (intelligence) and selves (consciousness) are emergent from interaction and
exist dialectically as social and psychical processes rather than only as psychic states ... . Eighth,
human nature and society exist in and are sustained by symbolic communication and language.
(Maines, 2000, pp. 2218-2219)

Of particular import for the ways in which the symbolic interactionist perspective devel-
oped were the late 19th-century and early 20th-century works of William James, John Dewey,
and, most important of all, George Herbert Mead. James (1890), essentially neglected
by sociologists given to symbolic interactionist ideas through about two thirds of the
20th century, was “rediscovered” in the last third by way of a key idea that is of strategic sig-
nificance in contemporary formulations of those ideas. Sharing the then current view of
humans as creatures of instinct, James argued that instincts are transitional and modifiable
through the development of habits providing memories of prior experience, pointing to the
impact of society (as well as biology) on human behavior. He saw human experience as a con-
tinuous flow rather than a sequence of discrete states, and he presented an analysis of con-
sciousness as a continuous process. Emerging from consciousness is self, all that individuals
can call their own, including self as knower (the /) and self as known (the Me). James con-
tinued his analysis by distinguishing four distinct types of self: material, spiritual, social, and

*Qur discussion of pragmatism and pragmatic philosophers is selective, the selection a function of our immediate
needs in presenting the symbolic interactionist frame. For a brief, excellent introduction to pragmatism and a
bibliography dealing with the relations of pragmatism and sociology more generally, see Maines (2000); see also
Shalin (1986) and Joas (1993).
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pure ego. The social self, in particular, has an empirical source in the recognition given the
person by others. Indeed, James asserted that a person:

... has as many social selves as there are individuals who recognize him.... But as the individ-
uals who carry the images fall naturally into classes, we may practically say that he has as many
different social selves as there are distinct groups of persons about whose opinions he cares.
(James, 1890, p. 294; italics in original)

In this passage, James prepared the way for viewing the self as multifaceted and as the
product of a heterogeneously organized society, a view that, as suggested, has been neglected
(and so unexploited) in interactionist theories incorporating self until recently (see below).
Fundamental to Dewey’s pragmatism is a view of mind as instrumental, itself emerging
from his emphasis on evolution involving a process of human adjustment to environmental
conditions. Mind (thinking) arises in that adjustment process (Dewey, 1930). Thinking or

...deliberation is a dramatic rehearsal (in imagination) of various competing lines of action ... .
It is an experiment in making various combinations of selected elements ... to see what the result-
ant action would be like if it were entered upon. (1930, p. 190)

Mind, according to Dewey, arises through conduct, emerging from actions taken to resolve
problems. Raising the question of what constitutes a “stimulus” to behavior (Dewey, 1896),
he argued that stimuli are defined in the context of action and neither exist prior to nor are
causes of action, for example, a needle in a haystack cannot be a stimulus to behavior outside
the context of someone searching for it. “The world that impinges on our senses is a world
that ultimately depends on the character of the activity in which we are engaged and changes
when that activity is altered” (Stryker, 1980, p. 26). This argument makes action fundamen-
tal to human behavior, social or not, and underlies Strauss’ (1994, p. 4) assertion that the
interactionism of its University of Chicago-linked practitioners is grounded in Dewey’s (and
Mead’s) theory of action, a theory that describes a sequence of action: ongoing, blocked,
deliberation about alternative possibilities of action, and then continued action.

Mead was Dewey’s contemporary and collaborator at the Universities of Michigan and
then Chicago. However, he moved their jointly developed ideas in ways that made him the
pre-eminent philosophic precursor of symbolic interactionism. His was a creative synthesis
that, indeed, drew heavily upon Darwinian evolution and pragmatism but included the idea
from German Romantic philosophers such as Fichte and Hegel that persons, as selves, deter-
mine what the world is for them. From the psychologist Wilhelm Wundt, he took the concept
of gesture, developing through that concept the idea that gestures were the mechanisms
through which mind, self, and society emerged from social interaction. And from the work
of the behavioristic psychologist John Watson, he regarded the psychological principle of
reinforcement as sound.

Incorporating the natural selection theoretical notion of the necessity of adaptation to
ensure survival, Mead saw evolution as bringing into existence the mind and self that charac-
terize human beings, and he argued that what held for the species held for individual mem-
bers of the species. Individuals, that is, deal with whatever may block their ongoing behavior
by exercising mind, internally manipulating symbols to try out alternative ways to get around
or otherwise rid themselves of those blockages. Humans can also respond to themselves
reflexively—adopting perspectives that allow them to step outside of themselves, so to
speak, and see themselves as objects-—in order to react to whatever they may be doing in the
ways they can react to other persons or things. In short, given that they have selves, they can
treat themselves as objects and they can communicate with themselves. These distinctive
human possibilities—mind and self—Mead saw as having their source in ongoing social
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processes of interaction in which people need one another in order to build solutions to
problems that face them. Actions take time to occur, and early stages of actions—one’s own
as well as those of others—can be used to predict the later stages yet to occur. The mutual
need for others as resources in arriving at effective problem solutions, he argued, implies that
people must take others into account as they construct solutions, and they do so by taking the
attitude or role of others, anticipating these others’ responses to potential lines of action.
Taking others into account is made possible by communicating with these others, and people
communicate by developing in and through interaction significant symbols, gestures whose
meaning-implications for the future course of their action—is shared in reasonable meas-
ure, thus making predicting one another’s ongoing acts possible. Cooperation based on com-
munication via significant symbols is a requisite for human survival.

Three implications worth noting are contained in the foregoing: (1) Organized society is
a continuous process of routinization or institutionalization of solutions to collective prob-
lems, and society undergoes continuous change as new problems emerge in a physical or
social environment and are dealt with by participants. (2) Both mind and self are intrinsically
social phenomena. This is because both come into being—indeed, can only exist—in and
through the process of communicating via significant symbols. (3) Social life is modeled on
scientific method, that is, on systematically examining proposed solutions to problems until
a successful solution is found; and the actor is modeled on the scientist conducting an
experiment.* This model of the actor tends to neglect affect or emotion in human behavior,
a neglect currently being addressed by interactionists.

Thus, for Mead, social interaction or process is fundamental, and from that interaction
or process emerge both society and self. Indeed, society is for him an ongoing social process
writ large, and the basic dictum of his social psychology is to start with that ongoing social
process. The self, as an emergent from that social process, must reflect—and indeed, it must
incorporate—that process. It does so most directly through the part of the self that Mead,
recalling James, calls the Me, anticipated responses to oneself of what he called the “gener-
alized other.” Alternatively phrased, it is the organized attitudes or social roles of others with
whom one interacts that become this part of self. The Me and the I, the other part of self, make
up the person or personality as these develop via the social process. The I represents responses
to the organized attitudes of others, and is used by Mead to deal with the spontaneity and cre-
ativity he believed to be an intrinsic part of human experience.” However, neither creativity
nor spontaneity occur outside the social process. Social control, expressed through the Me, is
a necessary condition for their appearance in action. In brief, social control and self-control
are co-emergents from society. Finally, while the self is a product of society, the self, through
an internal I-Me dialectic, continuously reacts to the society that shapes it. Consequently,
society is never fixed; it is continuously being created and recreated. Social order and social
change are together aspects of a larger social process.

*While this description resembles rational actor (or rational choice) theoretical models, a key difference is that these
models assume an actor who has in hand a set of goals and means of achieving goals, while symbolic interaction-
ists see both goals and means as emergents from interaction and subject to change in the course of interaction.
Another distinction is that rational actor theorists adopt methodological individualism, while interactionists do not
examine the individual in isolation from interactive and social contexts.

fMead tended to a view of the I as pure impulse and essentially not further analyzable. An alternative view bringing
spontaneity and creativity into the domain of social science is to view the I as the memory of former Me’s, that is,
as the residue of prior social experience reacting to the other’s expectations in the moment.
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LINKAGES OF PRAGMATISM AND
SOCIOLOGY: THE EARLY DEVELOPMENT
OF SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM IN
SOCIOLOGY

Not surprisingly, philosophic pragmatism had an early impact on American sociology. We
will explore that impact through the work of two sets of sociologists, an earlier set comprised
of Charles Horton Cooley, William Isaac Thomas, and Robert E. Park, and a somewhat later
set comprised of Herbert Blumer, Everett Hughes, and Manford Kuhn. It is the work of these
sociologists that brings us into the symbolic interactionism of modern sociology.*

The Early Set: Cooley, Thomas, Park

A contemporary of Dewey and Mead at the University of Michigan who was influenced by
and influenced both (Miller, 1973, pp. xix-xx), Cooley began his academic career as an econ-
omist in the Department of Economics and Sociology and became a sociologist when offered
an opportunity to teach in that field. His dissertation (Cooley, 1894) dealing with railroad
transportation as a material link generating economic organization incorporated a discussion
of communication as the “psychical” link generating social organization. That idea served as
his prime bridge to sociology and social psychology. Indeed, his central sociological ideas all
have a “psychical” quality.

The mental and subjective are, Cooley asserted, the special concern of sociology, for they
are distinctively social. A person exists for another only in the latter’s personal idea of the for-
mer. Society is a relation among personal ideas in one person’s mind, as the contact and recip-
rocal influence of ideas having names (I, Peter, Deanna, etc.), and in another’s mind as an
equivalent similar set of ideas. Thus, the imaginations people have of one another are the solid
facts of society (Cooley, 1902, pp. 26-27). While this conception of society may seem to
require autobiography as the method of sociology, Cooley called for “sympathetic introspec-
tion,” with the sociologist using sympathy (or empathy) to imagine the lives of persons studied.

Since persons exist in the observer’s imagination, and since society is the imagination
of a set of persons, persons and society are the distributive and collective aspects of the
same thing, respectively—in Cooley’s words, two sides of the same coin. Thus, a self cannot
be distinct from others; it is a social product, defined and developed in social interaction.
Specifically, it is the product of “the looking glass self,” a process involving three main com-
ponents: impressions we have of how we appear to others, impressions of these others’ assess-
ments of us, and our feelings (e.g., pride or shame) deriving from those imaginations. “We
always imagine, and in imagining, share the judgments of the other mind” (Cooley, 1902,
pp- 152-153).

Cooley held an organic conception of social life, seeing all aspects as linked just as all
components of an organism are connected. Especially important, however, to self-development
and to the ties people have to larger social organization are primary groups, defined by
intimacy, face-to-face relations, and cooperation. Such groups form the social nature and
ideals of a person and are the source of more complex relationships. He saw the groups that

*These two sets are highly selective, inadequate were we writing a history of symbolic interactionism but useful for
the story we seek to tell in this chapter.
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dominate childhood experience—family, play group, and neighborhood group—as most
significant since childhood is the period when people are most open and plastic.*

Cooley’s conception of society and others as existing only in a person’s imagination may
seem to imply an individualistic, idealistic, and subjectivist perspective on which a social psy-
chology cannot be built. Indeed, Mead (1930; 1934, p. 224) took Cooley to task for what he
termed the latter’s “mentalism,” which Mead saw as reducing social reality to the subjectiv-
ity of individual minds." That charge is denied by Schubert (1998) who argues it does not hold
since Cooley builds society into mind. More important, Cooley’s work, relatively neglected
(compared with Mead) by early symbolic interactionists, has won renewed attention because
his sensitivity to affect as a defining element in self resonates with contermporary social
psychology’s interest in emotion.

“...(Df men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences” (Thomas &
Thomas, 1928, p. 572). This aphorism, the source of symbolic interactionism’s prime—often
misunderstood-—methodological rule, is itself a major but not the sole reason for noting
W. I. Thomas’ contribution to forming this framework. With the pragmatists, Thomas took
sociology’s task to be examining the adjustive responses of people and groups to other
people and groups. Adjustive responses occur in situations, objective circumstances in which
persons and groups are embedded. The same objective circumstances, however, often do
not lead to the same behavioral responses because subjective components of people’s
experience—definitions of the situation—intervene. The “total situation” that must be taken
into account by analysts of persons’ and groups’ adjustive behaviors must include both the
objective and verifiable situation and the situation as it is defined or interpreted by the per-
sons and groups involved (Thomas, 1927; Thomas & Thomas, 1928).

As Volkart (1951) notes, Thomas shifted his conceptualization of the situation often.?
In his classic study, with Znaniecki, of the adjustment of Polish peasant immigrants to their
new lives in America, situations were characterized as involving values and attitudes:

... (1) the objective conditions under which the individual or society has to act, that is, the total-
ity of values—economic, social, religious, intellectual, etc.—which at the given moment affect
directly or indirectly the conscious status of the individual or the group, (2) the pre-existing atti-
tudes of the individual or group which at the given moment have an actual influence upon his
behavior, and (3) the definition of the situation, that is, the more or less clear conception of the
conditions and consciousness of the attitudes. (Thomas & Znaniecki, 1918-1920, Vol. 1, p. 68)

However Thomas conceptualized the term, it invariably contained the dual reference
to objective circumstances and subjective responses of persons and groups to those objective
circumstances. In short, while some have used Thomas’ concept of definition of the situation
to deny the relevance of objective facts of social situations for the behavior of persons and
groups, his own formulation of the idea does not support this view.

Though apparently seriously overiooked in critical appraisals of his foundational work
on human ecology, there are clearly important elements of pragmatism in Robert E. Park’s
sociological perspective (Maines, 2001). Not generally seen as relevant to the development
of symbolic interactionism, he becomes relevant through his central position on the faculty of

*Since Cooley’s characterization of family, play group, and neighborhood as primary groups was developed,
sociologists have been forced to recognize that primary relations are not necessarily present in these groups.

tA reading of Cooley shared by one of the present authors (Stryker, 1981) in an earlier chapter on the topic of
symbolic interactionism.

$Sociology has still not arrived at a generally accepted conceptualization of the situation. For a recent attempt to do
50, see Seeman (1997).
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the University of Chicago during its early development and by his influence on generations
of sociologists through that position, as well as through his co-authorship of a classic text
that helped shape the discipline of sociology in the United States (Park & Burgess, 1922).
A student of William James at Harvard who studied for a short time with Georg Simmel
in Germany, he taught at Chicago when Mead’s influence there was strong. That influence
was manifest in his insistence that communication was foundational to society and his further
insistence that shared meaning both derived from interaction and was essential for communi-
cation. Accentuating his relevance is work that serves as a bridge between the social psycho-
logical writings of Mead and conceptions of social structure, with the concept of role playing
a crucial aspect of the bridge. The following passage could serve as the introduction to some
contemporary developments in symbolic interactionism.

The conceptions which men form of themselves seem to depend upon their vocations, and in
general upon the role they seek to play in communities and social groups in which they live, as
well as upon the recognition and status which society accords them in these roles. (Park, 1955)

Bridges to the Recent Past and Present: Blumer, Kuhn, Hughes

Undoubtedly the single most influential voice shaping the sense of the symbolic interaction-
ist perspective among most sociologists belongs to Herbert Blumer. In part, Blumer’s influ-
ence reflects the fact that he inherited the University of Chicago’s tradition of sociology
and social psychology stemming from Mead. In part, it reflects his role as the strongest advo-
cate for that position through a time—roughly, the 1930s through the 1960s—when it was
superceded by an ascendant structural-functionalism that dominated sociology both intellectu-
ally and institutionally and was taken to deny fundamentals of the symbolic interactionist
frame. Blumer’s work maintained the pragmatic emphases on social change and social process,
on the Dewey—Mead theory of action, and on the centrality of meaning and actors’ definitions
or interpretations in both individual and collective social behavior.* Further, Blumer articu-
lated a symbolic interactionism containing strong humanistic elements, and so attracted soci-
ologists who rejected a structural-functionalism they regarded as seeing humans as puppets
of social structure and that was seen as “scientistic” as a by-product of that view.

Blumer believed that the symbolic interactionism he articulated was entirely consonant
with Mead’s thought (Blumer, 1980) and that it implied a set of methodological require-
ments.” With respect to his impact on the way in which symbolic interactionism as a social
psychological framework has developed—our concern in this chapter—it is the methodolog-
ical implications he drew from Mead that are most important.* Blumer asserted that pursuing

*See Maines (2001), esp. Introduction to part I: “Theoretical Concerns” (pp. 31-35) and chapter 3. For diverse but
mostly supportive views of Blumer’s work, see “Special Issue on Herbert Blumer’s Legacy” edited by Gary Alan
Fine (Symbolic Interaction 11(1), Spring 1988).

fBlumer’s more polemical methodological moments are exemplified in a book (1969) that incorporates a series
of earlier publications. Some have pointed out that elsewhere Blumer was catholic in his methodological views
(e.g., see Maines, 2001).

tMaines (2001) makes a strong argument that Blumer’s substantive work is important and has been grossly
neglected. A clear distinction between a sociology and a social psychology is untenable, a division of labor reflected
in this volume’s focus on the latter justifies our focus on Blumer’s influential methodological arguments vis-3-vis
symbolic interactionism. It is only fair to note that Stryker (1980, 1988) has been and is strongly critical of those
methodological arguments.
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the goal of general, predictive theory in sociological research is futile given the centrality of
meanings, and consequently of definitions and interpretations of the situations people find
themselves in, for subjects’ actions. He sees persons as actively and continuously constructing
behaviors in the course of ongoing interaction itself, and he takes such perpetual construction
as characteristic of all social life. Thus, the meanings, definitions, and interpretations basic to
social interaction undergo continuous reformulation in the course of the interaction itself. They
are emergent and subject to moment-to-moment change, and so do not have the generality
required of theoretical concepts in terms of which predictive theories are developed. They do
not and cannot represent the emergent meanings, definitions, and interpretations of actors con-
structing their lines of interaction. Blumer concludes from this argument that it is possible for
sociologists to achieve after-the-fact understandings of social behavior that has occurred but
cannot develop general theoretical explanations that predict social behavior, whether individ-
ual or collective.

This argument is metatheoretical, specifying a conceptual framework. As any frame-
work, it has methodological consequences. First, it implies that sociologists waste their time
when they undertake research that starts from an existing theory (since existing theory must
use concepts that came before the new research) and that derives hypotheses anticipating out-
comes of social behavior from existing theory. Second, it implies that a research method that
does not involve direct examination of the empirical world—that does not focus directly on
actors’ meanings, definitions, and interpretations as these emerge in ongoing, naturally occur-
ring interaction (e.g., experimental or survey methods)—cannot generate meaningful data and
necessarily lacks validity. Third, it underwrites a denial of the value for sociology of mathe-
matical and statistical manipulation of quantitative data, the argument being that such data are
necessarily empty of the meanings that constitute the essential character of sociological phe-
nomena. Fourth, it leads to minimizing the impact of social organization and social structure,
at least within modern society, on social action, to seeing organization and structure as merely
frames within which action takes place rather than as shaping action. Indeed, Blumer argues
that seeking to link social behavior to elements of structure—role requirements, expectations,
situational demands, and so forth—is inconsistent with recognizing that the human being is a
constantly defining and interpreting creature.

Conventional sociological methodology and methods found wanting, Blumer pro-
poses “exploration” and “inspection” as appropriate research methods. Exploration uses
any ethical procedure that allows moving from a broad focus to a narrower understanding
of how a problem of interest is to be posed, gathering appropriate data for pursuing this
problem, and developing the conceptual tools that might be useful. It may involve, Blumer
suggests, observation, interviewing, listening to conversations, life histories, letters,
diaries, public records, and arranging for what today are called “focus groups” made up of
people well-informed about the sphere of life being studied. In the process of attending to
such materials, the researcher develops, tests, and revises images, beliefs, and conceptions
of what is under scrutiny through direct observation, through posing questions sensitizing
the researcher to new and different perspectives, and by recording observations that
challenge working conceptions or that are odd and interesting but whose relevance is
unclear.

Inspection is the procedure intended to meet the requirement of scientific analysis for
identifying clear, discriminating analytic elements and isolating relationships between these
elements. It aims to unearth generic relationships, sharpen the connotative reference of con-
ceptions, and formulate theoretical propositions. Like exploration, inspection is a flexible
procedure—imaginative, creative, free to change—and it involves a close, shifting examination
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of analytic elements used for analysis (e.g., integration), looking at analytic elements in
different ways, from different angles, and with different questions in mind.*

Manford Kuhn’s view of symbolic interactionism contrasts starkly with that of Blumer,
and is close in spirit to the view undetlying this chapter in that he aspired to precisely articu-
lated theoretical generalizations and their rigorous test while using a symbolic interactionist
frame (e.g., Kuhn & McPartland, 1954). To emphasize that aspiration and differentiate it from
Blumer, he labeled his frame “self-theory.” Agreeing with the pragmatic philosophers and
sociologists who argued that social structure is created, maintained, and altered through sym-
bolic interaction, he asserted that structure, once created, constrains further interaction. To
implement that insight, he brought elements of role theory and reference group theory into his
framework, adopting the former’s conceptions of social structure as composed of networks of
positions in structured relations among people and of role expectations as associated with
these positions.

Emphasizing that the relation of role expectations and behavior is loose, Kuhn saw more
determinacy in the relation of self, rather than role expectations, to behavior. He proposed that
self be conceptualized as a plan of action, assimilating Mead’s idea that self is an object and
that objects are attitudes or plans of action. Indeed, precisely because self is a plan of action,
it is the most significant object to be defined in a situation: to know an actor’s self is to have
the best available index of that actor’s future behavior.

Central to Kuhn’s theorizing is the concept of core self, a stable set of meanings attached
to self providing stability to personality, continuity to interactions, and predictability to
behavior. However, stability is relative. The role-taking process allows for creativity as does
the self-control made possible by that process. Further, according to Kuhn, the self is com-
prised of a large variety of component parts, including status identifications, role expecta-
tions, preferences and avoidances, personal attributes and traits, self-enhancing evaluations,
areas of threat to and vulnerability of self, and patterns of selection of reference groups. This
complexity also admits slippage in the relation of social structure and self; the person is not
a social automaton.

Defining self as plan of action, conceptualizing core self as having stability, and accept-
ing Mead’s equation of attitude and plan of action provided a rationale for the Twenty
Statements Test (TST), measuring self-attitudes in response to the question “Who Am I?”
Not particularly successful and at least partially discredited (Tucker, 1966), the failure of the
particular instrument does not invalidate Kuhn’s more general methodological stance. That
stance, oriented to what Blumer called conventional science, calls for the development of gen-
eral propositions from which specific hypotheses can be deduced and tested. If tests support
the hypotheses, theory useful in explaining and predicting behavior in social interaction
results. The road to explanatory and predictive theory is through sound measurement of the
concepts embodied in general propositions with which the researcher begins. Clear, precise
concepts are required for sound measurement. Kuhn sees no contradiction between the kinds
of concepts entailed in symbolic interactionism and meeting the requirements of sound sci-
entific measurement or developing general explanatory theories of social behavior subject to
the test of rigorous empirical examination.

Everett Hughes’ significance as a bridge from “founders” to contemporary symbolic
interactionism can be presented succinctly. That significance stems not from a conceptual or
theoretical contribution to the frame. It stems rather from his courses at the University of

*Exploration and inspection are clearly valuable tools for the development of concepts and theory, but fall short with
respect to the task of testing theory.
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Chicago in which graduate students interested in symbolic interactionist ideas became
convinced of the value of fieldwork in pursuing those ideas.

THE SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONIST FRAME:
VARIATIONS*

The contrasting views of Blumer and Kuhn, both deriving from earlier writings of Mead and
other pragmatic philosophers, demonstrate the obvious: no single version of the frame guides
the work of all who identify as symbolic interactionists. The premises reviewed above set gen-
eral boundaries for dealing with social psychological questions. However, each leaves open
important issues with respect to what to study, objectives of such study, how to conceptualize
what is studied and its constituent parts, and methods by which topics of interest are studied.

The Goals of Interactionist Analyses

One contemporary derivative of the frame, briefly referred to below, rejects the possibility of
building general, predictive, research-based social psychological theory. As this suggests,
there are important differences among symbolic interactionists in the goals of their work. For
some, the continuously constructed character of interaction and the continuously emergent
nature of society and self from interaction imply that social organization and self lack the
constancy necessary to produce useful general concepts and to allow theory developed in one
research project to be applied in later research. What these do imply to them is that social life
is unpredictable and a goal of developing and testing general theories of social psychological
phenomena cannot succeed. We can only describe interaction as it occurs and understand par-
ticular social events after their occurrence. Others argue that there is sufficient constancy and
continuity in social life to warrant reasonable empirical generalizations going beyond partic-
ular situations of interaction. Implied is that concepts useful in understanding one situation
can be useful for understanding other situations and, therefore, it is reasonable to seek to
develop and test predictive explanations of social behavior (Heise, 1986; Kuhn, 1964; Stryker,
1980). These two very different senses of symbolic interactionist goals are in turn linked to
a number of other variations.

Process versus Structure

Interactionists vary in the degree to which they introduce social structural concepts into
their analyses. Some hold that actors’ interpretations and definitions of situations, specified in
the premises as powerful sources of lines of action, continuously undergo reformulation in the
immediate situation of interaction. The fluidity claimed for definitions of the situation is
extended to social life in general, suggesting that interaction may be reasonably described
only as it unfolds. An important consequence of such views is that the relevance for social

*Much of this section is adapted from Stryker (2000).
A similar set of dimensions is discussed in Vryan, Adler, and Adler (forthcoming) in relation to symbolic
interactionist treatments of identity.
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psychological analyses of concepts representing social structure and concepts imported from
prior analyses of interaction is downplayed (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Others believe includ-
ing social structure in the study of social psychological processes is essential to the purposes
of a sociological social psychology (Stryker & Burke, 2000). Conceptualizing social structure
as relatively stable patterns of social interaction and social relationships, they see these
patterns as constraints on actors’ definitions, making for enough stability or continuity in
definitions to justify using structural concepts in social psychological analyses.*

Whose Perspective?

Some argue that only perspectives of participants in social interaction are relevant to under-
standing their interaction, that introducing the perspective of sociological observers of the
interaction prevents understanding. Consequently, they seek to minimize or eliminate the
voices of observers in description and analysis, privileging accounts provided by those who
are studied. Others argue that actors’ definitions must be considered when seeking to explain
their behavior but do not in themselves constitute explanations (Burke, 1991).

The Significance of Self

Interactionists vary in how they understand the relation of self to social structure and social
interaction. For some, self is an “uncaused cause.” That is, self, initially an emergent from
society, becomes over time free of the constraints of social structure and a more rather than
less independent source of social behavior (McCall & Simmons, 1978). For others, social
organization and structure, born of prior interaction and the residual of that interaction, serves
to initiate processes that result in persons with selves built in its image. Self is thus seen as a
conduit through which prior organization and structures reproduce themselves rather than
a source of social behavior (Goffman, 1974). Closely related are differences in the degree to
which self is taken to be the source of creativity and the novel in social life, the degree
to which creativity and novelty in social life are deemed highly probable rather than simply
possible, and the degree to which social life is continuously constructed anew or reproduces
previously existing patterns.

Phenomeneology or Behaviorism?

The intellectual heritage of symbolic interactionism contains two parts in tension with, if not
strongly opposed to, one another. Some emphasize the behavioristic part of that heritage and
so focus on how concerted lines of social action are constructed through interaction, with
little attention to persons’ internal symbolic processes (Couch, Saxton, & Katovich, 1986;
McPhail & Rexroat, 1979). Others concentrate attention on the internal, subjective worlds of
the actors they study.

**“Structure” has diverse meanings for sociologists, ranging from macro-level social structure external to particular
interactions (e.g., Stryker, 1980), to the structure of interactions themselves (e.g., Goffman, 1974), to intrapsychic
cognitive structures that are formed in and affect interaction (e.g., Burke & Reitzes, 1981).
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Methodological Predilections

While historically methodological predilections and preferences have been of perhaps
primary importance in distinguishing among work done by scholars identified as holding a
symbolic interactionist perspective, these seem to be becoming less important with the pas-
sage of time. Nevertheless, for some, the ideas of symbolic interactionism require a commit-
ment to qualitative methods of research. Short of that extreme, many symbolic interactionists
hold that the most useful methods of pursuing such ideas are naturalistic, that is, their strong
preference is for ethnography, participant observation, and unstructured intensive interview-
ing. One consequence of this preference is that the locus of research tends to be small sets of
interactants; another is that analytic procedures tend to be qualitative. Other interactionists
accept the utility of a wider range of social science methods (Heise, 1979), including the
quantification of data and statistical analyses. In practice, their method of choice will often be
the sample survey and the quantitative analysis methods appropriate to survey data.

The variations are clearly not independent of one another. Those emphasizing the fluid-
ity of social interaction and the situated character of definitions are also likely to emphasize
the shifting character of social organization and structure, the absence of constraints on self
in organizing behavior, creativity and novelty in social life, the way perspectives of observers
contaminate descriptions of social interaction, the phenomenologies of actors, the irrelevance
of a priori theory and conceptualizations, description and understanding as the goals of
symbolic interactionist efforts, and qualitative research as the way to achieving these goals.
Similarly, the opposing poles of the variations tend to hang together.

Our discussion of variations has posed these as stark contrasts that speak more to the
history of the framework than to its present, more to the extreme stances characteristic of ear-
lier arguments than to positions taken by contemporary interactionists. The labels “Chicago
school” and “Iowa school” are commonly used in the literature describing approaches within
symbolic interactionism and are associated with, respectively, qualitative methods and
emphases on process and fluidity on the one hand, and, on the other hand, quantitative meth-
ods and emphases on structure and constancy. While historically there are bases for such
distinctions, they represent rhetorical positions infrequently found in extreme form in the
empirically based work of interactionists. Logic does not compel either-or choices among the
poles of the various continua discussed. Stability and change, and social construction and
reproduction, are all observable features of social life. Phenomenologies of persons, includ-
ing their selves and their definitions, impact their behaviors, but phenomenologies are in part
consequences of people’s locations in social structures. Social life may be in principle “unde-
termined,” but both self and social structure do constrain behavior. If these assertions hold,
generalized concepts are potentially useful and general theory can be formulated and tested.
Work using either qualitative methods or quantitative methods can be strategic in achieving
this goal. Indeed, many symbolic interactionists have moved to positions recognizing the util-
ity of work that at an earlier point they were likely to define as in opposition to their own and
to dismiss for that reason.*

Still, current work stemming from the symbolic interactionist frame reflects the past.
Scholars have described the varieties of this work variously, and have offered anywhere from

*Perhaps this is, on a balance theory principle, because they now share common opposition from those who dismiss
theoretical generalization as a meaningful possibility of their work.
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2-15 variants (Reynolds, 1993, p. 73).* Here we discuss in detail two general forms—
traditional symbolic interactionism and social structural interactionism—adding a very brief
comment on a third form, postmodern symbolic interactionism, that remains largely undis-
cussed because it rejects the possibilities of achieving the objective knowledge of and theo-
retical generalizations about social life it has been the purpose of this chapter to advance. The
label “traditional” intends only that the variations to which it refers are largely in the tradition
of Blumer. The label “social structural” intends to convey only that variations it subsumes
give greater emphasis to the role of social structures in constraining and facilitating social
psychological events and processes than the more traditional variants.

Traditional Symbolic Interactionism

There are two somewhat distinctive strands of traditional symbolic interactionism. To
a considerable extent, the earlier discussion of imagery characterizes both of these strands. To
a lesser extent, the same may be said of the earlier discussion of concepts—a major excep-
tion is the concept of role, objected to because it is taken to imply fixed social structural
properties inconsistent with the favored emphasis on process. The strands also share
a methodological preference for small-scale studies using ethnographic, observational, and
intensive interviewing techniques and qualitative methods of analysis. What differentiates the
two is basically whether a commitment to developing generalizable theoretical explanations
of social psychological processes and events exists. Work in the first strand tends to follow
Blumer’s methodological dicta. Such work frequently is used to illustrate a concept previ-
ously developed in the work of others or to present and illustrate a “new” concept deemed
useful in achieving understanding of the situation being examined. Often, the situation exam-
ined is relatively unusual or exotic, and is deliberately approached without a priori conceptu-
alization, rationalized by reference to a grounded theoretical approach (Glaser & Strauss,
1967). Typically, such work exhibits little or no interest in whether what is learned general-
izes to other situations or other interactions. That is, work done from this version of the sym-
bolic interactionist frame appears to take as its task thorough description of the situation being
examined in its full particularities and achieving an understanding of the processes occurring
in that situation. A contemporary argument for the value of work in the first strand of
traditional symbolic interactionism can be found in Harris (2001), who argues that giving
voice to the subjects of research and focusing on the particularities of their definitions and
interpretations in developing accounts of their behavior is the distinctive mission of symbolic
interactionist research. Whatever the intent of work done in this vein, if done well it can serve
the ends of achieving theoretical generalization either through stimulating efforts by others to
apply its concepts to new situations or by serving as evidence increasing (or decreasing) the
plausibility of ideas proposed as theories with general applicability.

The second strand of traditional symbolic interactionism draws on Blumer as well. It
also draws, perhaps more heavily and directly, on the pragmatic philosophers’ theory of action
stressing that action and interaction represent collective efforts to resolve problematic situa-
tions. A preference for qualitative analysis and data gathered in field settings owes much
to the previously noted impact of Everett Hughes on generations of University of Chicago
students (Strauss, 1994). Again, however, what firmly distinguishes this second strand of

*For example, in addition to the varieties we discuss here, some have referred to dramaturgy, ethnomethodology, and
role theory as variants of symbolic interactionism.
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traditional symbolic interactionism from the first is its commitment to general theory
(Strauss, 1994). There is some irony in this observation. Many of the proponents, as well as
opponents, of the grounded theory argument have read (or misread, see Charmaz, 1995) the
major text (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) developing and popularizing that argument as calling for
research that ignores prior theory and conceptualization, thus allowing fresh perceptions of
the situation from which appropriate explanatory concepts and theory can emerge. The irony
lies in recognizing that concepts and theory developed in that fashion often center on that
which is particular or unique in the situation rather than on that which is general across situ-
ations. One more feature of this strand of traditional symbolic interactionism differentiates it
from the more “Blumerian” strand: attention is given to social structure, albeit generally only
to structural features of the concrete situations of action under examination (e.g., Adler &
Adler, 1991; Katovich & Reese, 1987; Strauss, 1978).

Social Structural Symbolic Interactionism

This variant of symbolic interactionism is explicit about the need to incorporate all levels of
social structure into social psychological analyses. It developed in response to critiques of the
traditional symbolic interactionist frame (Gouldner, 1970; Huber, 1973) claiming an ideolog-
ical bias resulting from a neglect of social structure (Stryker, 1980), and has been motivated
by: (1) the sense that social psychological processes cannot be understood without locating
those processes in their structural contexts, and (2) the belief that if sociologists do not deal
with this task no one else will.

Structural symbolic interactionism incorporates in modified form ideas of traditional
interactionism about the openness and fluidity of social interaction, self-direction, and human
agency stemming from the symbolic capacities of humans. Modifications stress the con-
straints on openness and fluidity, self-direction, and agency that are inherent aspects of mem-
bership in society. For this purpose, it draws on structural role theory (Stryker, 1980, 2001b).*
Its imagery asserts that person and society are constitutive of one another, but it nevertheless
accords causal priority to society in the society—person relationship on the grounds that every
historical person is at birth enmeshed in and cannot survive outside of pre-existent organized
social relationships. Thus, for all practical purposes, “in the beginning there is society”
(Stryker, 1997). That aphorism leads to other underlying arguments of structural interaction-
ism. Human experience is socially organized, not random. Contemporary societies are com-
posed of diverse congeries of subparts: role relationships, groups, networks, communities,
institutions, strata. These subparts may be interdependent or independent, isolated from or
closely related to one another, cooperative or conflicting. Experience is shaped by social loca-
tions and the relationships, groups, networks, communities, institutions, and strata of which
individuals are a part. Social structures in general define boundaries, making it likely that
those located within them will or will not have relations with particular kinds of others and
interact with those others over particular kinds of issues with particular kinds of resources.
Structures will also affect the likelihood that persons will or will not develop particular kinds
of selves, learn particular kinds of motivations, and have available particular symbolic
resources for defining situations they enter.

Interactionists in general hold that social life is constructed, open to reconstruction and
radical change. Structural interactionists agree, but note that constructions are not necessarily

*What is called role theory is more reasonably termed a role theoretic framework.
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ephemeral and are themselves constrained by objective features of the world, prior
constructions, norm-based pressures from partners in interaction, and habit. Indeed, much
interaction simply reproduces extant structures (see e.g., Burawoy, 1979). Thus, while
humans are actors, their action does not necessarily result in changing the situations or larger
structural settings in which they live their lives. We can expect social behavior to reflect a
blend of construction and reproduction, change and stability, creativity and conformity. A
major task becomes specifying the conditions making for varying degrees of one or the other.
Serpe and Stryker (1987) show that students leaving home communities to enter a university
in another community both seek to establish new ties reflecting as well as enabling the
maintenance of existing salient identities and reorder the salience of their identities to reflect
new social relationships established in the university.

The symbolic and subjective are central to social life, warranting attention to the impact
of definitions, including self-definitions. Symbolic interactionism stresses that self, in partic-
ular, mediates the reciprocal relation of society to social behavior. Rooted in reactions of oth-
ers, an existing self can interact dialectically with others’ responses to allow some measure of
independence from others’ expectations. At the same time, the symbolic and subjective are
variably constrained by persons’ structural locations. Further, external realities impinge—
sometimes strongly—on social behavior independently of definitions, including definitions of
self (e.g., social class exerts its effects whether or not actors conceptualize themselves, oth-
ers, or situations in class terms). The argument is that social psychology must see the sym-
bolic and social structural as operating simultaneously in social behavior, and an adequate
social psychological frame must provide a place for both. The theoretical task again becomes
specifying the conditions affecting the “mix” of the two. The concept of role is basic to
providing for social structure in social psychological analyses because that concept facilitates
the integration of traditional interactionist and role theoretic ideas. By building “down” to the
social person and “up” to units of social organization, it serves as a bridge linking person
and society.

A summary statement of a structural frame can now be offered. Social behavior depends
on a named or classified world providing the ends and means of action. That world also pro-
vides opportunities for action and conditions affecting the success or failure of action. Labels
attached to objects in the physical and social environment relevant to action are learned in
interaction as are their meanings. Among symbols learned are positions, “parts” of relatively
stable, organized social relationships collectively representing the kinds of people it is possi-
ble to be in society, and roles, or behavioral expectations attached to positions. These expec-
tations may be strongly normative or not, specific or general, clear or vague, narrowly or
widely shared, and applicable to limited or large numbers and varieties of interactions.

Interacting persons recognize and label one another as occupants of positions, invoking
linked expectations. They label themselves, invoking expectations for their own behavior. On
entering situations, people define who they and others in the situation are and what the situa-
tion itself is, and they use these definitions to organize their behavior. Interaction can validate
these definitions; it can also challenge them. Interactions are often venues for bargaining or
conflict over alternative definitions, for battles over whose definitions will hold and organize
the interaction. Early definitions constrain, and may determine, later definitions.* Behavior
may depend on role-making. The degree to which roles are made or conform to extant defini-
tions depends on characteristics of the social structures in which interaction occurs.

*Experimental research in the expectations states or status characteristics tradition, while not initiated from a struc-
tural interactionist perspective, nevertheless may be understood from this perspective.
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Structural symbolic interactionism conceptualizes society as a complex, differentiated
but organized mosaic of relationships, groups, networks, organizations, communities, and
institutions intersected by encompassing structures of age, gender, ethnicity, class, religion,
and so forth. People largely live their lives in relatively small, specialized networks of social
relationships, doing so through roles attached to positions in these networks. The networks
may be independent of one another or overlap, and they may hold compatible or conflicting
behavioral expectations. Since self reflects society, selves incorporate the characteristics of
society. They are complex, differentiated but organized structures whose essential subparts
are identities, internalized expectations attached to roles played in networks of social rela-
tionships. Identities, each tied to a particular network of social relationships, also can reflect
compatible or conflicting expectations. Possibilities for interpersonal and intrapersonal role
and identity reinforcement or conflict are both present in social interaction and relationships;
the degree to which each occur will reflect characteristics of ties between persons and social
structures.

Postmodern Symbolic Interactionism

Some symbolic interactionists have been influenced in recent years by developments initiated
outside of interactionism, most significantly feminism (e.g., Richardson, 1991), poststruc-
turalism and postmodernism (e.g., Denzin, 1990; Plummer, 1990), and cultural studies
(e.g., Denzin, 1992). These developments have led some to identify what Denzin (1996) has
termed “crises of representation and legitimation,” and also to experiments with unconven-
tional, alternative modes of presentation of ideas (Denzin, 1996; Ellis & Bochner, 2000;
Richardson, 1997). Whether these efforts represent expansions of or developments in the
symbolic interactionist frame, are related to but separate from that frame (Musolf, 1993), or
are irrelevant to that frame are questions for current debate. For reasons noted above, we have
chosen not to enter this debate here. Nevertheless, insofar as they imply the need for greater
reflexivity on the part of symbolic interactionist researchers of whatever stripe, perhaps in
particular greater sensitivity to the possible confounding of their perspectives and those of
their research subjects, attention to these efforts is warranted.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Passion and polemics characterized debate among symbolic interactionists in the past. Today,
polemics if not passions are more muted. This is no claim that total agreement prevails. The
variations described above are all reflected in contemporary work, and recent debates
between those influenced by postmodernism and those who retain more “realist” positions
have initiated a new and heated polemic at times. However, an important shift seems to have
occurred in how variations within interactionism are viewed. Varying preferences for imagery,
conceptualization, problem selection, and methods introduce tensions. It is possible to view
such tensions as requiring resolution by exclusionary choice: accepting one position and
rejecting the other(s). It is also possible to recognize benefits deriving from variations within
a broad interactionist perspective.* Symbolic interactionists, in important degree, have been

*At least this is the judgment of the authors of this chapter, one of whom has been a participant in the intra-
interactionist debates for over 50 years.
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moving from the former possibility to the latter, justifying optimism about the healthy
continuation of the frame in the social psychological work of sociologists. These potential
benefits are many. For one thing, variations in emphases serve to minimize the chances that
unwarranted positions will prevail. For example, an overemphasis on structure will draw coun-
ters from those whose work focuses on process, and vice versa. A deterministic role-based
account of findings of will give rise to an account that notes evidence of agency in the data.

Further, since one method does not fit all problems, absolute adherence to methodolog-
ical preferences of any sort limits the range of problems that can be approached through the
lens of symbolic interactionism. A truism is worthy of note here: every method has its virtues
and its limitations. Ethnographic data and analyses have the not so inconsiderable virtue of
providing for rich, in-depth information about and understanding of situations that can facil-
itate the generation of theory, particularly with respect to issues that are novel or about which
little is known. Moreover, some aspects of social life of interest to sociologists may not be
accessible via survey questions or other forms of non-naturalistic data gathering, or may not
be amenable to quantification. At the same time, ethnographic data are at a disadvantage com-
pared to survey research when interest is in testing the generality of a theoretical argument,
in part because a focus on limited situations amenable to ethnographic observation can pro-
duce theoretical accounts that center on what is unique about a situation, and because empha-
sis on the unusual and a choice not to attempt to build broadly representative samples limits
potential generalizability. Further, large-scale survey work permits the evaluation of multi-
variate models of complex data sets based on relatively representative samples of much larger
groups of people. Some interactionists have begun to incorporate multiple methods in their
work, drawing on the unique strengths of each (e.g., Fine, 1998).

Not too long ago, symbolic interactionism was written off as no longer being an influ-
ential perspective in sociological work (Mullins, 1973). Current work stemming from the
frame testifies vigorously to the inaccuracy of that judgment. Deriving from a powerful philo-
sophical and sociological tradition, the future of the frame in guiding the theorizing and
research of sociologists doing social psychology is indeed bright.
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CHAPTER 2

Expectation States Theory

SHELLEY J. CORRELL
CEeciLIA L. RIDGEwAY

INTRODUCTION

Women in work groups often feel that their ideas are ignored or mistakenly credited to
one of their male coworkers. African Americans often say they feel that they have to per-
form twice as well as their white counterparts to be given the same level of recognition.
The ideas of people who talk more in a group are often judged to be more valuable than
those offered by less talkative members. People with more prestigious jobs are more
likely to be chosen leader of a group, such as a jury, even when their job has little, if
anything, to do with the task at hand. Women are more likely than men in a group to be
interrupted. Ideas often “sound better” when offered by someone perceived to be
attractive.

What all of these observations have in common is that some members of a group
seem to have real advantages that are denied to others. They have more opportunities to
speak, their ideas are taken more seriously, and they have more influence over other
group members. In expectation states theory these hierarchies of evaluation, influence,
and participation are referred to as the “power and prestige structure” or the “status
structure” of the group. The theory seeks to explain how these inequitable structures
emerge and are maintained, and how they are related to other aspects of inequality in
society.
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HISTORY

Expectation states theory began as an effort to explain some of the most striking findings of
Robert F. Bales’ (1950) influential early studies of interpersonal behavior in small groups
(Berger, Conner, & Fisek, 1974; Berger & Zelditch, 1998, pp. 97-113).

Bales (1950, 1970) recorded the interactions of homogeneous, initially leaderless
decision-making groups of three to seven unacquainted Harvard sophomore males over mul-
tiple hour-long sessions. Despite the initial Jack of group structure and the social similarities
of the members, inequalities in interaction developed quickly, stabilized over the first session,
and then guided interaction thereafter. If inequalities emerge quickly in unstructured groups
of social equals, Bales (1950) reasoned, status hierarchies are very likely in any group.

The inequalities Bales observed consisted of four correlated behaviors: participation ini-
tiated, opportunities given to participate, evaluations received, and influence over others.
Bales (1970) found, for instance, that groups developed a most talkative member who tatked
considerably more than the others in the group. This most talkative person was also the one
addressed most often by the others. The more a person talked, compared to the others, the
more likely he was to be rated by others has having the best ideas and doing the most to guide
and influence the group. The founders of expectation states theory, Joseph Berger, Bernard
Cohen, Morris Zelditch, and colleagues, sought to explain why these correlated inequalities,
labeled the group’s “power and prestige” (i.e., status) structure, emerge together and how this
happens even in a group of social equals.

Berger and his colleagues were also influenced by two additional sets of early studies.
One set demonstrated the power of status structures, once formed, to bias group members’
evaluations of each other and their behavior in the group. Riecken (1958) showed that the
same idea was rated as more valuable when it came from a talkative group member than from
a less talkative one. Sherif, White, and Harvey (1955) demonstrated that group members over-
estimate the performance of high status members and underestimate the performance of low
status members. Whyte (1943), in his classic study of a street corner gang, showed that group
members actually pressured one another to perform better or worse to keep their perform-
ances in line with their status in the group.

Another influential set of early studies demonstrated that when members of a goal-
oriented group differed in socially significant ways, the interactional status structures that
emerged tended to reflect the social status attached to each member’s distinguishing charac-
teristics. Strodtbeck, James, and Hawkins (1957), for instance, found that mock jury mem-
bers’ occupational status and gender predicted how active and influential they became, how
competent and helpful they were judged to be by others, and how likely they were to be cho-
sen foreman of the jury. Yet, the question left unanswered was how this occurred.

These studies encouraged Berger and his colleagues to formulate expectation states the-
ory as a theory of an underlying process that (1) accounts for the formation of interactional
status structures and (2) can explain sow these structures develop both in groups of social
equals and in groups where people differ in socially significant ways (Berger et al., 1974;
Berger, Fisek, Norman, & Zelditch, 1977; Berger & Zelditch, 1998). The way people’s
socially significant characteristics, such as race, gender, occupation, or age, shape their access
to participation, influence, and positive evaluation is an important aspect of social stratifica-
tion in society. As a consequence, although expectation states theory began by explaining sta-
tus structures in homogeneous groups, its explanation of status structures among people with
significant social differences has become the most highly developed and commonly used
aspect of the theory.
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AN OVERVIEW OF EXPECTATION STATES
THEORY

Expectation states theory seeks to explain the emergence of status hierarchies in situations
where actors are oriented toward the accomplishment of a collective goal or task. Collective
orientation and task orientation are the scope conditions of the theory (i.e., the conditions
under which the theory is argued to hold). Individuals are task oriented when they are prima-
rily motivated towards solving a problem, and they are collectively orientated when they con-
sider it legitimate and necessary to take into account each other’s contributions when
completing the task.

While not all groups have collective task orientations, groups that do are a part of every-
day experiences in socially important settings such as work and school. Informal work
groups, committees, sports teams, juries, student project groups, explicitly established work
teams, and advisory panels are just a few examples. By contrast, people talking at a party or
a group of friends having dinner generally lack these orientations and, therefore fall outside
of the theory’s scope.

The shared focus of group members on the group’s goal (i.e., the collective orientation)
generates a pressure to anticipate the relative quality of each member’s contribution to com-
pleting the task in order to decide how to act. When members of the group, for whatever rea-
son, anticipate that a specific individual will make more valuable contributions, they will
likely defer more to this individual and give her or him more opportunities to participate.
These implicit, often unconscious, anticipations of the relative quality of individual members’
future performance at the focal task are referred to as performance expectation states.

Once developed, performance expectation states (hereafter, “performance expectations™)
shape behavior in a self-fulfilling fashion. The greater the performance expectation of one actor
compared to another, the more likely the first actor will be given chances to perform in the
group, the more likely she or he will be to speak up and offer task suggestions, the more likely
her or his suggestions will be positively evaluated and the less likely she or he will be to be influ-
enced when there are disagreements. The actor with the lower performance expectations, by
contrast, will be given fewer opportunities to perform, will speak less and in a more hesitant
fashion, will frequently have his or her contributions ignored or poorly evaluated, and will be
more influenced when disagreements occur. In this way, relative performance expectations cre-
ate and maintain a hierarchy of participation, evaluation, and influence among the actors that
constitutes the group’s status hierarchy, as depicted on the right side of Figure 2-1.

Given the importance of relative performance expectations for the formation of status hier-
archies, it is crucial to specify how social factors influence the formation of the performance
expectations themselves. As shown on the left side of Figure 2-1, expectation states theory posits
three distinct processes. These involve: (1) socially significant characteristics (e.g., race, gender,

Socially significant

characteristics \

Social rewards ————— Perfarmance expectations

Behavioral /

interchange patterns

> Behaworalllnequa_IIUes/
status hierarchies

FIGURE 2-1. The formation of performance expectations and status hierarchies.
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physical attractiveness), (2) social rewards, and (3) patterns of behavior interchange between
actors. We describe these three processes next along with empirical evidence in regard to them.

Status Characteristics and Performance Expectations

Perhaps one of the most important ways that actors develop differentiated performance expec-
tations is by using socially significant attributes of individuals, called status characteristics,
to anticipate the quality of their future task performances. Status characteristics are attributes
on which people differ (e.g., gender, computer expertise) and for which there are widely held
beliefs in the culture associating greater social worthiness and competence with one category
of the attribute (men, computer expert) than another (women, computer novice). Status char-
acteristics can be either specific or diffuse. Specific status characteristics, such as computer
expertise, carry cultural expectations for competence at limited, well-defined range of tasks
and, consequently, only impact the formation of performance expectations in this limited
range of settings. Diffuse status characteristics, on the other hand, carry very general expec-
tations for competence, in addition to specific expectations for greater or lesser competence
at particular tasks. They affect performance expectations across a wide range of settings.

Gender is an example of a diffuse status characteristic in the United States and else-
where. Widely shared cultural beliefs about gender have been shown to include expectations
that men are diffusely more competent at most things, as well as specific assumptions that
men are better at some particular tasks (e.g., mechanical tasks) while women are better at oth-
ers (e.g., nurturing tasks) (Conway, Pizzamiglio, & Mount, 1996; Wagner & Berger, 1997;
Williams & Best, 1990).

It is useful to compare the cultural beliefs that constitute a status characteristic to group
stereotypes and to social identity based on group categorization. It is well known that mere
categorization encourages beliefs that favor one’s own category over another (Brewer &
Brown, 1998; Mullen, Brown, & Smith, 1992; Tajfel, 1978). Status beliefs, in contrast to in-
group favoritism, are social representations that consensually evaluate one category as more
status worthy and competent than another. This means that rather than simply preferring one’s
own group, even those disadvantaged by a status belief accept, as a social fact, that the other
group is socially evaluated as better than their own (Jost & Burgess, 2000; Ridgeway, Boyle,
Kuipers, & Robinson, 1998; Ridgeway & Erickson, 2000).

As a set of evaluative beliefs about social categories, status beliefs form an element of
many widely shared group stereotypes. Importantly, the status element of group stereotypes,
if present, is fairly similar across stereotypes that otherwise differ dramatically in content
(Conway et al., 1996; Jost & Banaji, 1994). For instance, the stereotypes of gender, of
race/ethnic categories, and of occupations differ enormously in specific content. But each of
these stereotype sets has in common a status element that associates greater worthiness and
competence with one category of the distinction (men, whites, professionals) than another
(women, people of color, blue-collar workers). Because of this similar status element, expec-
tation states theory argues that otherwise very different social distinctions can have compara-
ble effects on the organization of interactional status hierarchies.

In discussing status beliefs, we should be clear that we are not endorsing the content of
these beliefs. Nor are we suggesting that the self-fulfilling consequences of status beliefs are
inevitable. Instead, it is our contention that reducing social inequalities in everyday contexts
requires first acknowledging that status beliefs exist and then attempting to understand and
expose the inequitable processes they prime. It is to that task that we now turn.
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STATUS CHARACTERISTICS THEORY. Status characteristics theory is a formal subtheory
of expectation states theory that seeks to explain sow beliefs about status characteristics get
translated into performance expectations, which in turn, shape the behaviors of individuals in
a group (Berger et al., 1977; Webster & Foschi, 1988). Some refer to status characteristics the-
ory as a theory of status generalization, which is the process of attributing specific abilities to
individuals based on the status characteristics they posses.

At the heart of the theory is a set of five assumptions that link beliefs about status to
behavior (Balkwell, 1991; Berger et al., 1977). According to the salience assumption, for any
attribute to affect performance expectations, it must be socially significant for the actors in
the setting. A status characteristic is salient if it either differentiates actors, or if actors believe
that the characteristic is relevant to completing the group’s task. Consequently, situational
goals and the way actors compare one another on the characteristic impact how and if a sta-
tus characteristic affects performance expectations. The same characteristic (e.g., having a
college degree) can advantage an actor in one setting (with a less educated group), have no
impact in another (in a group where all have university degrees), and disadvantage the actor
in a third setting (with a more educated group). Importantly, this implies that no status char-
acteristic advantages or disadvantages an actor in all settings. Whether the status beliefs cul-
turally available to actors shape performance expectations in any actual setting depends on
the structure of the local setting itself.

The second assumption is called the burden of proof assumption and concerns the way
status characteristics that differentiate actors but are not initially relevant to the performance
of the group’s task impact the formation of performance expectations. Actors act as though
the burden of proof rests with showing that a salient status characteristic should rot be taken
into account when forming performance expectations. All salient information is incorporated,
unless something in the setting explicitly dissociates the status characteristic from the task.
So, for example, if gender is salient in a setting it will differentiate the performance expecta-
tions for men and women even though gender itself is not relevant to the task at hand. It is
through the burden of proof process that diffuse status characteristics such as gender, age,
race/ethnicity, and social class have modest but pervasive effects on the status hierarchies that
emerge across a large range of settings in which they have no obvious task relevance.

The sequencing assumption specifies what happens in the more complicated situation
when actors either enter or leave an existing social setting. The main point is that no status or
competence information is lost. The performance expectations that formed in one encounter
carry over to the next encounter, even if the specific actors change. This assumption has been
used to intervene in the status generalization process. For example, if a man observes a
woman performing a task better than he does, this can positively impact the performance
expectations he forms for women in future encounters (Pugh & Wahrman, 1983). The effect
may wear off over time without a “booster” experience, however (Markovsky, Smith, &
Berger, 1984).

The aggregation assumption explains how the status information associated with multi-
ple characteristics is combined to form aggregated performance expectations. In actual
groups, such as work groups or committees, people commonly differ from one another on
several status characteristics at the same time, and often these multiple status characteristics
generate inconsistent expectations for performance. For example, on a legal team, a member
may be not only a Harvard trained lawyer, but also an African American woman. A distinc-
tive advantage of status characteristics theory is it offers a procedure for making exact pre-
dictions for the order of performance expectations actors will construct from a given set of
salient consistent and inconsistent status characteristics. To continue with our example, if
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another member of the legal team is a white man who attended a lower status law school and
a third member is an African American man who attended the same lower status law school,
the theory provides us with a method for incorporating all the salient status information
(i.e., that based on gender, race, and school attended) to determine the order of performance
expectations the team members will likely construct.

A principle of subset combining is used to calculate aggregated performance expecta-
tions (Berger et al., 1977). The first step involves combining all of the positive status infor-
mation about an actor into one subset and all negative information into another. In the second
step, positive and negative subsets are combined to form an overall expectation.

Two principles describe how consistent and inconsistent status information is combined.
The attenuation effect assumes that additional consistent information is subject to a declining
marginal impact. If we already know that a person is a Harvard trained lawyer, learning that
he is also a white man will have only a slight positive effect on raising performance expecta-
tions for him.

The inconsistency effect assumes that a single piece of positive status information in
a field of negatively evaluated characteristics will be accorded more weight than it would have
if it were the only piece of status information present. If we already know that a person is an
African American woman, the fact that she is also a lawyer will carry more weight than it
would have in the absence of information about her ethnicity and gender.

The theory argues that these processes occur mostly outside the realm of conscious
thought. It does not contend that people literally weight and combine multiple bits of infor-
mation before acting. Instead, people act as if they went through this chain of reasoning.
As if approaches are quite common in mathematical models of information processing. This
approach is appropriate here since status characteristics theory is ultimately a theory of
behavior, not thought.

The emphasis on behavior, not thought, allows the theory to explain how status general-
ization processes can occur pervasively in a society and not just among individuals with
strong conscious prejudices. For example in the case of gender, we know that men often speak
more frequently than women in mixed-sex groups (Aries, 1996; Ridgeway & Smith-Lovin,
1999). Explanations that focus on individual attitudes might conclude that this pattern is due
to the fact that some men are sexist or that some women fear success. By contrast, status char-
acteristic theory claims that the fact that men are generally believed to be more competent
than women makes gender a salient status characteristic in mixed-sex situations and, there-
fore, impacts the performance expectations formed by all men and women in the setting,
including non-sexist men and highly confident women.

Finally, the fifth assumption describes how aggregated performance assumptions are
translated into behavior. Relative aggregated performance expectations for any two actors are
compared. The higher the expectations that an actor holds for herself compared to another
actor, the greater the expectation advantage she will have over the second actor. The greater
the performance expectation advantage of one actor over another, the more likely the first
actor will be to receive opportunities to act, the more likely she will be to accept the oppor-
tunity to act, the more positive will be the evaluation of her action, and the more likely she
will be to reject influence when the two actors disagree.

GRrAPH THEORETIC REPRESENTATION. Status characteristics theory uses graph theory to
represent its arguments in a way that allows precise predictions of behavior. These graphs are
also useful for comparing one status situation to another. We provide a brief overview of this
approach here. (For a more complete description see Berger et al., 1977.)
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FiGURE 2-2. Graph theoretic representation of two actors differing on one diffuse status characteristic.

Signed graphs, like the one in Figure 2-2, link actors to expected task outcomes (posi-
tive or negative) through a series of paths. Since performance expectations are relative for
each pair of actors in a setting, the structure represents the status situation for two actors,
p (for self) and o (for other). Figure 2-2 depicts the relatively simple status situation where
only one diffuse status characteristic, symbolized D, is salient in the setting. The positive sign
attached to D for actor p indicates that p has the more valued state of the diffuse characteris-
tic compared to actor o. For example, p might be a man interacting with a woman, o. A neg-
ative dimensionality line connects the two states of D. Since the actors possess oppositely
valued states of D, the characteristic D is salient in the setting.

Proceeding to the right, the symbol I represents the expectation of an actor’s general com-
petence. Since actor p has the more valued state of D, the expectation for p’s general compe-
tence is high relative to actor o. Higher expectations for general competence lead to higher
expectations for competence at the group’s focal task. The symbol C* refers to the expectation
for an actor’s competence at a specific task. As the positive and negative signs attached to C*
indicate, the expectation for competence at the focal task is higher for actor p compared to actor
0. This path exists because, as stated in the burden of proof assumption, a salient status charac-
teristic is believed to be relevant unless it is somehow explicitly dissociated from the task at
hand. T refers to a successful task outcome, and 7~ refers to an unsuccessful task outcome.

There are two paths linking actor p to expectations about his future task perform-
ance. The first is the path: p——D* r+ C** T* and the second path is: p
Dt D~ 1 C*= T~ Two important features of these paths are their lengths
and their signs. Shorter paths have a greater impact on the magnitude of the expectation.
Conceptually, as paths become longer it becomes harder for an actor to reason from the path
to the task outcome. By simply counting the links between actor and task outcome, we deter-
mine that the first path diagramed above has a length of 4, compared to a length of 5 for the
second path. The sign of the paths are determined by the method commonly used with signed
graphs: We multiply the signs of the path by the sign of the task outcome to which the path
leads. Doing so for the two paths above indicates that both are positive.

If we now apply the aggregation assumption, we first combine all like signed paths to com-
pute the expectations for the positive and negative subset for actor p according to the formuias

e, = {1-[1-f0)} - [1-f(m}; (1a)
e, = {1-[1-f})--- [1-fm}; (1b)

and then the aggregate expectation is represented by:
e,= e; - €, 2)

A similar calculation is made for actor 0. Actor p’s expectation advantage over actor o is sim-
ply the difference between their individual expectations (ep—eo).
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Values for f(i) have been estimated empirically (Berger et al., 1977). Fisek, Norman, and
Nelson-Kilger, (1992) have also derived a functional form for f(i), which fits existing data
well:

f)) = 1-exp(2.618%7), 3)

In Figure 2-2, actor p has two positive paths, one of length 4 and one of length 5, and no
negative paths. Therefore, equation (1a) becomes:

e, = {1-[1-fAI1-f(5)]-0}. (4a)

Likewise, actor o has two negative paths, one of length 4 and one of length 5 and no positive
paths, making equation (1b)

e, = 0—{1-[1-fMN1-f5)]}. (45)

Using Fisek et al’s derivation (equation [3] above), fi4) = 0.1358 and f{5) = 0.0542.
Substituting these values into equations (4a) and (4b), e, = 0.1827 and e, = —0.1827,
making the expectation advantage of actor p over actor o as 0.3653.

il

EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE. Status characteristics theory, and expectation states theory more
generally, have been subjected to rigorous empirical evaluation, which has generated consid-
erable evidence in support of the theory. Most of this evidence has come from social psycho-
logical experiments. Experiments afford the researcher the ability to isolate and manipulate
variables of key theoretical interest, while controlling for potentially confounding factors. As
such, experiments produce data that can more clearly establish the extent to which a change
in an independent variable caused a change in the dependent variable, rather than being the
result of some confounding or spurious factor.

The conceptual advances within status characteristics theory can largely be attributed to
the reliance of researchers on a standardized experimental setting. This setting consists of a
set of standardized procedures for introducing manipulations and operationalizations of key
theoretical variables (e.g., status characteristics), assessing the effects of the independent vari-
ables on the dependent variable, which is usually a measure of social influence, and employ-
ing manipulations to achieve the scope conditions under which the theory is argued to hold
(Troyer, 2001). By holding these aspects of the setting constant across studies whenever pos-
sible, the results that are produced can be compared across studies, which allows researchers
to build on the results of others with confidence.

The standardized setting begins by instructing research participants that they are parti-
cipating in a study designed to evaluate a “newly discovered skill.” They are told that they will
participate in a decision-making task with a “partner.”’* The task will evaluate their ability in
regard to the skill. Several different “abilities” are commonly evaluated, including “contrast
sensitivity ability,” “meaning insight ability,” and “spatial judgment ability.” Participants are
told that these skills are unrelated to known abilities, such as mathematical competence or
artistic ability. These instructions and the use of a task associated with a fictitious ability are

*Quotes around phrases in this section indicate that the phrase represents an experimental deception. For example,
the phrase “newly discovered skill” is communicated to the research participant. In actuality, the skills are usually
fictitious. Likewise, “partners” are often computer programs, unbeknownst to the subject.
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intended to keep participants from relying on prior beliefs about the skills when forming their
expectations about competence at the task.

Before beginning the task, participants receive information about whether their partner
is higher, lower, or equal status than they are. For example, if the subject is a college
freshman, she might be told that her partner is a graduate student, a high school student, or
another freshman. Importantly, research participants never see their partner since doing so
could introduce other status information into the setting.

After introducing the manipulation of the key theoretical variable, which is the relative
status of self and partner, participants learn that they will participate in several trials of the
task with their partner. They are told that prior research establishes that groups have higher
average scores on the task than individuals. For each trial, participants first make an individ-
ual choice about the best answer, then they are shown their partner’s initial choice. Using this
information, participants make a final choice about the best answer. They are told that their
score will be based only on their final choices. This set of instructions is used to establish col-
lective orientation by encouraging participants to consider the answers of their partner.

The feedback about the partner’s initial choice is actually an experimental manipulation.
Typically, on about 80% of the trials, the experimenter provides feedback that the partner has
made a different initial choice than the participant. For these trials, the researcher is interested
in whether the subject stays with his or her initial response or changes to match the partner’s
answer. When the subject makes a final choice that is the same as his or her initial choice, this
is an operational measure of rejecting influence, one of the behaviors affected by having
higher performance expectations relative to another actor in the setting. If the subject instead
changes answers to agree with the partner, the subject is said to have been influenced by the
partner, an event that the theory predicts is more likely when the partner is higher status rel-
ative to the participant. The dependent variable is the proportion of the trails that the subject
stays with his or her initial response, abbreviated “P(s)” for “proportion of stay responses.”
The empirical prediction is that the higher the status of partner relative to self, the lower the
P(s) value. In other words, higher status actors are more likely to reject influence.

Research relying on variants of this standardized setting has generated a substantial body
of evidence that supports the theoretical account of the status generalization process. In a
meta-analysis of studies involving a variety of diffuse (educational attainment, gender, mili-
tary rank, race) and specific (pretest scores) status characteristics, Driskell and Mullen (1990)
found support for the theory’s central argument that external status affects power and prestige
behaviors (influence, task contributions, etc.) indirectly through the performance expectations
members form for one another rather than directly. Experiments also have demonstrated that,
as the theory predicts, simple knowledge alone of an interactional partner’s status character-
istics relative to a participant’s own is sufficient to affect willingness to accept influence from
the partner in task settings (for gender, Pugh & Wahrman, 1983; race, Webster & Driskell,
1978; age, Freese & Cohen, 1973; educational attainment, Moore, 1968; specific abilities,
Wagner & Berger, 1982; Webster, 1977). This occurs both when the status characteristic dif-
ferentiates actors but is not initially task relevant (Moore, 1968; Pugh & Wahrman, 1983;
Webster & Driskell, 1978) and when it is task relevant (Webster, 1977). Thus the impact of
status characteristics on standing in interactional hierarchies does appear to be mediated by
performance expectations and cannot be accounted for by assumptions about correlated dif-
ferences in actors’ behavioral assertiveness or nonverbal style.

Experiments also confirm the theory’s prediction that task relevant status characteristics
have a stronger impact on influence than do differentiating status characteristics that are not
initially relevant to the task at hand (Wagner & Berger, 1982; Webster & Driskell, 1978). The
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differential impact of status characteristics based on their relevance to the task leads to some
distinctive predictions of the theory. For instance, the theory predicts that in a mixed sex
group with a gender-neutral task, men will have an advantage over women in participation
and influence. If the task is a masculine typed one, men’s advantage over women in these
behaviors will be even greater. But if the task is a feminine typed one, women will have
a modest advantage over men in participation and influence. A large body of research sup-
ports this pattern of behavioral inequalities in mixed sex contexts (for reviews, see Ridgeway,
2001a; Ridgeway & Smith-Lovin, 1999).

Experiments further confirm that people form influence hierarchies as if they were com-
bining consistent and inconsistent status information, as predicted by the aggregation assump-
tion (Webster & Driskell, 1978; Zelditich, Lauderdale, & Stublarec, 1980). There is evidence
as well for the inconsistency effect. Recall that the addition of another status characteristic in
a situation is argued to have a greater marginal impact on the status hierarchy if it is inconsis-
tent, rather than consistent with other salient status information (Berger, Norman, Balkwell, &
Smith, 1992; Norman, Smith, & Berger, 1988). Berger et al. (1992) compared the ability of
subset combining to account for the interactional hierarchies participants in experiments
formed from sets of consistent and inconsistent status information with three other informa-
tion processing principles. They found that subset combining provided the best fit for the data.
In a broader evaluation of status characteristic theory’s ability to predict group status struc-
tures with its graph theoretic model of salience, relevance, and aggregation, Fisek et al. (1992)
compared theoretical predictions to data from 24 experiments, reporting a good fit.

Rewards and Performance Expectations

Recall that expectation states theory posits three processes by which differentiated perform-
ance expectations emerge (see Figure 2-1). We have discussed at length the impact of salient
status characteristics. We now turn to the other processes, beginning with the impact of
socially valued rewards.

The theory argues that when a socially valued reward is distributed unequally among mem-
bers of a group, the actors will infer performance expectations from their reward differences
(Berger, Fisek, Norman, & Wagner, 1985). In this way, the differential distribution of rewards,
like status characteristics, can actually create a status hierarchy among actors or modify positions
in an existing hierarchy. In an experimental test of this argument, Cook (1975) showed that when
a third party gave differential rewards to group members who had no other basis for evaluating
their performances on a shared task, the members used the reward differences to infer ability dif-
ferences. Harrod (1980) and Stewart and Moore (1992) showed that allocating differential pay
levels to participants in an experiment created corresponding influence hierarchies among them
during interaction. These results highlight how the power or good luck represented in the unequal
possession of rewards generates status distinctions that are considered legitimate by those in the
setting. By creating performance expectations, the unequal rewards appear to be “deserved” and,
thus, justly bring respect, deference, and influence. Unequal rewards, according to the theory,
combine with other factors, such as salient status characteristics, to determine the aggregated per-
formance expectations that shape the behavioral status order in the setting.

In established hierarchies, actors’ expectations for rewards in a task setting are interde-
pendent with their expectations for performance and, consequently, with their positions in the
status structure (Berger et al., 1985; Cook, 1975). It is a common observation in established
hierarchies that valued rewards (pay, a corner office) tend to be distributed in accordance with
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rank and help maintain the relative power of those ranks (Homans, 1961). Because of the
interdependence of performance and reward expectations, the theory predicts that when a sta-
tus characteristic is salient in a setting, those disadvantaged by it will implicitly expect lower
levels of rewards for themselves than will those advantaged by the characteristic. Research on
women’s lower sense of entitlement to rewards compared to men supports this prediction
(Bylsma & Major, 1992; Jost, 1997, Major, McFarlin, & Gagnon, 1984).

Behavioral Interchange Patterns and Performance Expectations

In addition to status characteristics and rewards, a third factor that can have independent effects
on performance expectations is the behavioral interchange pattern that develops among two or
more actors (Fisek, Berger, & Norman, 1991; Skvoretz & Fararo, 1996). Such a pattern occurs
between two or more actors when one engages in assertive, higher status behaviors (e.g., initi-
ating speech, making a task suggestion, resisting change in the face of disagreement) that are
responded to with deferential, lower status behaviors by the other actor(s) (e.g., hesitating to
speak, positively evaluating the other’s suggestion, changing to agree with the other). The more
frequently these types of patterns are repeated between the actors, the more likely the actors are
to view the behavioral patterns as cultural status typifications, which are shared beliefs about
typical high-status—low-status, “leader—follower” behaviors. Following the common assumption
that people speak up more confidently about things at which they are more expert, salient sta-
tus typifications induce actors to assume that the more assertive actor is more competent at the
task than the more deferential actor, creating differential performance expectations for them. In
support of this argument, a variety of assertive verbal and nonverbal cues including taking a seat
at the head of the table, having an upright, relaxed posture, speaking up without hesitation in
a firm, confident tone, and maintaining more eye contact while speaking than listening have
been shown in the United States to make an actor’s ideas “sound better” and increase influence
(for reviews see Dovidio & Ellyson 1985; Ridgeway, 1987; Ridgeway, Berger, & Smiith, 1985).
Behavior interchange patterns shape performance expectations most powerfully among
those actors in a group who are equals in both their external status characteristics and their
reward levels, such as between two women in a mixed sex group (Fisek et al., 1991). Behavioral
interchange patterns are the means by which expectation states theory accounts for the devel-
opment of status structures in homogeneous groups like those studied by Bales (1950, 1970).
When actors differ in status characteristics, the differentiated performance expectations
created by the status characteristics shape the actors’ verbal and nonverbal assertiveness.
Consequently, differences in status characteristics shape behavioral interchange patterns, as
several studies have shown (Dovidio, Brown, Heltman, Ellyson, & Keating, 1988; Ridgeway
et al., 1985; Smith-Lovin & Brody, 1989). In a clear demonstration of expectation states the-
ory’s predictions in this regard, Dovidio et al. (1988) showed that when mixed sex dyads
shifted from a gender neutral task, where the man had a status advantage, to a feminine typed
task, where the woman had a status advantage, the actors’ participation rates and assertive
nonverbal behaviors reversed from a pattern favoring the man to one favoring the woman.
Thus, between actors who already differ on status characteristics, behavior interchange pat-
terns often add little new information to the existing order of performance expectations.
Fisek et al. (1991) used the graph-theoretical methods described earlier to develop a model
of how behavior interchange patterns combine with status characteristics and rewards to create
an aggregated order of performance expectations for actors in the setting, which impacts the
status structure of the group. They evaluated this model’s ability to account for participation
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rates in unconstrained, face-to-face interaction by fitting it to several existing data sets including
Bales’ (1970) original data from 208 groups. The results supported the model. Skvoretz and
Fararo (1996) updated the model to provide more detailed predictions about the dynamic evo-
lution of status structures from combinations of status characteristics and behavioral interchange
patterns. They similarly report a good fit of the model with participation data from six person
groups that systematically varied in composition from all male to all female.

To this point, we have described the core ideas, assumptions, and scope conditions that
constitute expectation states theory, experimental methods used to test it, and some of the key
evidence that supports it. We now turn to some of the ways that the theory has been expanded.

THEORETICAL ADVANCES

Instead of seeing individuals as following rigid social scripts that dictate status relations,
expectation states theory envisions individuals as possessing a basic vocabulary of cultural
beliefs about the socially significant categories by which persons, settings, and events can be
classified. When some of this cultural information is made salient by the particularities of
a given situation, the theory assumes that individuals also possess shared rules for combining
this information to generate a course of action toward self and others that is predictable, but
nevertheless flexibly adjusted to the specifics of the situation at hand (Berger, Wagner, &
Zelditch, 1992; Ridgeway & Smith-Lovin, 1994). As a result, people can respond even to
unusual situations in a way that makes social sense to those present. Unfortunately, these
socially sensible responses also reproduce, often inadvertently, society’s meaningful axes of
social inequality within the relationships among individuals.

This general metatheoretical image of how the cultural vocabulary of status beliefs shapes
individual behavior and evaluations has guided recent advances in expectation states theory. Each
of these advances seeks to account for the relationships between status beliefs and situational
behavior across a wider range of contexts, social outcomes, and processes than that addressed by
the original, core theory. In the following sections we describe some of these advances. Some
retain the theory’s focus on group status structures, but expand the aspects of these structures that
the theory explains. For instance, double standards theory examines how status beliefs affect the
inference of an actor’s ability from performance. The theory of second order expectations
addresses the impact on status relations of other people’s situational expectations for an actor,
rather than his or her own expectations. The theory of legitimation examines the impact of status
beliefs on the authority of group leaders and the stability of status structures.

Other advances in expectation states theory reach beyond the focus on group status struc-
tures to examine a broader framework of status processes. Status construction theory asks
how interactional encounters between people who differ on a socially recognized character-
istic might create widely shared status beliefs about that characteristic. Other advances
expand the scope conditions of expectation states theory to explain the impact of status beliefs
on individual judgments and behavior on socially important tasks that are performed individ-
ually, rather than in groups, such as mental ability testing. We first review the theories that
retain a focus on status structures and then discuss those that move beyond this focus.

Double Standards Theory

In the book, Reflections of an affirmative action baby, Carter (1993) describes one hurdle
that African Americans face when they atfempt to establish their competence in school or at
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work: “Our parents’ advice was true: We really do have to work twice as hard [as whites] to
be considered half as good” (p. 58). Carter describes a common observation by members of
low status groups: Due to status beliefs that disadvantage them, they must actually perform at
higher levels than members of high status groups to be judged as equally competent. More
generally, the level of performance required for inferring ability varies with the status char-
acteristics individuals possess.

In an extension of expectation states theory, Foschi (1989, 2000) incorporates insights from
the psychological literature on attribution to account for these kinds of observations. She intro-
duces “standards™ as the mechanism by which actors attribute performance to ability. Foschi
regards standards as a function of salient diffuse status characteristics that create differential per-
formance expectations for actors. According to double standards theory, these differential
performance expectations activate the use of different standards for attributing ability. When lower
status individuals perform well at the group’s task, their performances are critically scrutinized
since a good performance is inconsistent with what was expected based on their position in the
group’s status hierarchy. When higher status individuals perform equally as well, their perform-
ances are consistent with status-based expectations and are, therefore, less scrutinized. Thus, those
possessing the more valued state of a status characteristic are judged by a more lenient standard
than are those with the more devalued state. As a result, equal task performances are more likely
to be judged as indicative of ability when performed by a higher status member of the group.

The evidence supporting double standards theory ranges from accounts and descriptions,
to results from surveys and experiments (for a review see Foschi, 2000). For example, in
one experiment subjects in mixed sex dyads were informed that the group’s task was one on
which men generally perform better (Foschi, 1996). After completing this task, subjects were
told that they scored in the mid range and either slightly higher or slightly lower than their
opposite-sex partners. Subjects were then asked to estimate what percentage of questions
the higher performing subject would need to have answered correctly in order to determine
that s/he possessed task ability. As predicted, subjects set a significantly higher standard for
ability when the better performer was a woman rather than a man. Biernat and Kobrynowicz
(1997) report similar results for race as well as gender.

As with expectation states theory more generally, the predictions of double standards
theory are dependent on features of the setting. For example, when gender is salient in the set-
ting, the theory predicts that men will be held to a more lenient standard than women either
when men are thought to be better at the task at hand or, according to the burden of proof
assumption, when gender differentiates people in a setting but is not specifically linked to the
task. If the setting is instead one where women are thought to be better at the task, the theory
predicts that women would be judged by a more lenient ability standard.

Double standard theory shows that in addition to being given fewer opportunities to par-
ticipate initially in the group, when lower status members do participate, their performances
are evaluated by a stricter standard. This makes it difficult for competent performances by
lower status members to be noticed as such, which further reduces their ability to achieve high
status in the group.

Second Order Expectations
Status hierarchies have been shown to emerge in collectively oriented task groups because

actors in the group develop differentiated performance expectations for themselves and their
group mates. The performance expectations described in expectation states theory are first
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order expectations: they are the personal expectations an actor, p, holds for self and other, o.
However, it is likely that the expectations actor p believes are held by others in the group also
influence the emerging status structure. This idea has its roots in the long standing insight
from social psychology that our perceptions of others’ expectations influence our sense of self
and our behavior in interaction (Cooley, 1902; Goffman, 1959; Mead, 1934). Recent theoret-
ical elaborations in expectation states theory have sought to explain how these beliefs about
others’ expectations—called second order expectations—influence the power and prestige
order of groups (Moore, 1985; Troyer & Younts, 1997, Webster & Whitmeyer, 1999).

Second order expectations refer, more specifically, to what an actor, p, believes that
another in the situation, o, thinks about p’s and o’s relative abilities (Moore, 1985; Webster &
Whitmeyer, 1999). Since people generally overestimate the extent to which others see things
as they do (Marks & Miller, 1987), actors usually presume their own self-other expectations
are shared by those in the situation and act on them accordingly (Troyer & Younts, 1997;
Zelditch & Floyd, 1998). In this situation, second order expectations provide no new infor-
mation. However, when second order expectations are communicated and they either conflict
with first order expectations or are expressed when an actor has no self-other (first order)
expectations, they will likely influence the first order expectations of actors in the setting and,
consequently, the status structure of the group.

Consistent with these ideas Moore (1985) found that when participants in an experiment
with no information about their competence compared to a partner heard their partner’s views
about their relative competence levels, these second order expectations shaped the first order
expectations participants formed for themselves compared to the partner. Troyer and Younts
(1997) showed that when group members receive second order expectations that conflict with
their own first order expectations, they combine the information in the two sets of expecta-
tions to create aggregate, revised performance expectations that become the basis for their
interaction in the group. They also found that in some instances, second order expectations
actually had more influence than first order expectations in guiding interaction.

Drawing on previous research, Webster and Whitmeyer (1999) propose that the impact
of another’s second order expectations on p’s own expectations is a function of the perform-
ance expectations p holds for that other. Second order expectations communicated by an actor
held in high regard will have a stronger impact than will expectations imputed by a less well
regarded actor. Webster and Whitmeyer (1999) update expectation states theory’s graph-
theoretic model to show how second order expectations combine with all other salient status
information to create the aggregate performance expectations upon which group members
enact their status structure.

While social psychologists have long believed that our perceptions of others’ expecta-
tions are important in making sense of self and guiding interaction, the incorporation of this
insight into expectation states theory makes it possible to generate precise predictions about
the relative impact of first and second order expectations in various settings. Consequently,
this body of theoretical and empirical work not only represents an important elaboration of
expectation states theory, but it also provides a systematic and empirically supported account
of one of the key insights of social psychology.

Legitimacy

Empirical evaluations of expectation states theory have clearly demonstrated that individuals
who posses a diffuse status characteristic that is devalued in society experience interactional
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disadvantages if the characteristic is salient in the setting. Women, people of color, or others
with status disadvantages in society do nevertheless achieve high-ranking positions in status
structures by acquiring advantaging status characteristics such as education and by their own
successful task behaviors and performances in the context. Even when they gain a position of
influence in the group, however, such people often encounter resistance from others when
they attempt to go beyond persuasion to wield directive power over lower ranking members.
An assistant professor in his late twenties, for instance, may encounter problems when he
attempts to act authoritatively in a classroom filled with older adults. This resistance phe-
nomenon has been most clearly documented in regard to gender. A wide variety of studies
have shown that women leaders in mixed sex contexts in business and elsewhere are more
likely than similar men to face resistive “backlash” and dislike when they assert directive
authority over subordinates (Eagly & Karau, 2002; Rudman & Glick, 2001).

Expectation states theory conceptualizes the resistance faced by leaders who come from
status disadvantaged groups as a problem in the legitimation of a status structure that puts
these people ahead of those from more status advantaged groups (Berger, Ridgeway, Fisek, &
Norman, 1998; Ridgeway & Berger, 1986). As Weber ([1918] 1968) observed, beyond per-
suasion and force, it is legitimacy that allows high-ranking members (i.e., leaders) of social
hierarchies to issue directive commands and receive compliance. Since legitimacy underpins
authority, it is important to the stability of social hierarchies of any kind including interper-
sonal status structures (Walker & Zelditch, 1993).

Expectation states theory argues that the status beliefs associated with diffuse status
characteristics, in addition to affecting performance expectations, also provide outside cul-
tural support for status hierarchies in which leaders are those with diffuse status advantages.
This outside cultural support helps make the hierarchy seem “right” (Berger & Luckmann,
1966). More meritocratic leaders, however, who achieve their positions by demonstrating
their skills in the situation despite low diffuse status do not have such added cultural support
for their leadership to draw on. As a result, there is a lower likelihood that others in the situ-
ation will treat such meritocratic leaders as legitimate by willingly complying with their
directive orders.

Specifically, the theory argues that when diffuse status characteristics are salient in
a group context, the associated status beliefs implicitly cause members to expect that those
advantaged by the diffuse characteristics will be more likely to occupy valued status positions
in the group. When those advantaged by diffuse status do in fact become the high-ranking
members, because members expected this to happen, they have a tendency to react as if this
is what should have happened by treating the high-ranking members with honorific deference.
If no one in the group challenges such honorific deference, others tend to assume it is appro-
priate and the hierarchy becomes implicitly legitimate so that compliance with the leader is
expected (Berger et al., 1998; Ridgeway & Berger, 1986).

The more comprehensive a status structure is, in terms of the number of diffuse status
characteristics that are salient, and the more consistent these status characteristics are with
one another, the greater the likelihood that group members will legitimate a status structure
that corresponds with their expectations for who should occupy high status positions (see
Berger et al., 1998, for a graph-theoretic statement of the legitimation theory). In an experi-
mental test of these ideas, Ridgeway, Johnson, and Diekema (1994) created status structures
in which the high-ranking member was either advantaged by two diffuse status characteris-
tics (age and education) or known to be highly skilled at the task (a specific status character-
istic) but disadvantaged by education (a diffuse characteristic). Both these types of leaders
were initially equally influential in their groups. Yet when the leaders attempted to go beyond
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persuasion to exercise dominant, directive power, group members, as the theory predicts,
were significantly more likely to comply with status advantaged leader and to resist the mer-
itocratic leader. Thus, group members were more likely to treat the diffuse status advantaged
leaders as legitimate.

Status Construction Theory

Distinguishing characteristics such as occupation or race become status characteristics in
a society when widely shared status beliefs develop that associate greater status worthiness
and competence with those in one category of the characteristic than in another category. One
of the ways that expectation states theory has broadened its focus in recent years has been to
ask how such status beliefs develop.

As we have seen, status beliefs play an essential role in connecting the status organiza-
tion of society as a whole with the status experiences of individuals. Yet, sociology has little
systematic knowledge about how these beliefs develop, are maintained, or change. Weber
([1921] 1946) suggested many years ago that social groups commonly acquire an economic
advantage first before acquiring high status in society. Yet even this observation fails to
explain how a purely economic advantage is transformed into shared cultural beliefs about
social status.

There are probably many ways that widely shared status beliefs form in societies. Status
construction theory, however, asks whether the insights of expectation states theory can be
used to explain at least some of these processes (Ridgeway, 1991, 2001b). Since expectation
states theory has shown that status beliefs are at play in goal-oriented encounters among peo-
ple, status construction theory asks if these same encounters might be a potent forum for the
development and spread of new status beliefs or the maintenance or change of existing status
beliefs.

Status construction theory begins with a simple suggestion. When people who differ on
a socially recognized characteristic interact in regard to a shared goal, a status hierarchy will
emerge among them as it does in almost all goal-oriented encounters. There is a chance, how-
ever, that the participants will associate the relative status each is accorded in this hierarchy
with the characteristic that differentiates them, and form a fledgling status belief about the
characteristic.

Whether these fledgling status beliefs are supported in future encounters and become
stable status beliefs depends on the nature of the beliefs other people in other encounters are
also forming about the same characteristic. If there is some factor that gives people in one cat-
egory of the characteristic (call them As) a systematic advantage in gaining influence and
esteern in encounters with people in another category of the characteristic (call them Bs), then
the majority of encounters between As and Bs will induce their participants to form status
beliefs that As are more worthy and competent than Bs. Since more people develop status
beliefs favoring As rather than Bs under such circumstances, people who hold beliefs favor-
ing As are more likely to have their beliefs supported in future encounters than are those who
hold contrary beliefs. Also, when people who form a status belief in one encounter act on it
in a subsequent encounter between As and Bs, there is a chance that they will “teach” their
status belief to the others present by treating those others either deferentially or assertively
according to the belief.

In this way, the initial small advantage for status beliefs favoring As rather than Bs is
likely to spread and grow among people in the society. Under many circumstances, argues
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status construction theory, the eventual result will be widely shared status beliefs that As are
more worthy and competent than Bs. Computer simulations of this process by which status
beliefs spread through society suggest that, if people do form beliefs in encounters as the the-
ory argues, then widely shared status beliefs would indeed be a logical result under many
societal conditions (Ridgeway & Balkwell, 1997).

One factor that could give As an advantage in gaining influence and esteem in encoun-
ters with Bs is an economic advantage, as Weber suggested. As we have seen, differences in
socially valued rewards such as pay or wealth tend to create corresponding differences in per-
formance expectations that, in turn, create differences in influence and esteem in goal-
oriented encounters. Therefore, if more As become economically advantaged in society than
Bs, As will have a systematic advantage in gaining influence and esteem in the majority of
encounters between As and Bs. As a result, widely shared status beliefs favoring As over Bs
are likely to develop in the society. In this way, an economic advantage is transformed into
cultural beliefs about the status of social groups.

To test whether people form status beliefs in this way, Ridgeway and colleagues (1998)
told participants in an experiment that their partners differed from them in “personal response
style.” They were also told that they would be paid either more or less than their partners.
While working on a decision task with their partners, influence hierarchies developed that
corresponded to pay differences. After two such experiences, participants formed beliefs that
“most people” see the typical person in the better paid response style group as more respected,
more competent, more leader-like, higher status, but not as likeable as the typical person from
the less well paid response style group. In other words, participants formed status beliefs
favoring the economically advantaged response style group. Importantly, these status beliefs
were consensual in that people from the less well paid group also agreed that most people see
those from the better paid group as more respected and competent than those from their
own group.

Economic advantages are one factor that can bias the development of status hierarchies
between people who differ on a socially significant characteristic and cause status beliefs
to form about the characteristic. Other factors, such as control of technology or valuable
information (e.g., computer literacy), could have this effect as well, as long as these factors
systematically bias the development of status hierarchies among people who differ on a char-
acteristic. Webster and Hysom (1998), for instance, show how society’s moral evaluations of
homosexuality systematically bias the development of influence hierarchies between homo-
sexuals and heterosexuals and foster status beliefs that disadvantage homosexuals in percep-
tions of worthiness and competence.

For widely shared status beliefs to develop in society, however, it is important not only
that people form beliefs from their encounters, but also that they “teach” the beliefs to others
by treating those others according to the beliefs in subsequent encounters. To examine this,
participants in another experiment were again told that they differed from their partners in
response style (Ridgeway & Erickson, 2000). While working on a task, the partners, who
were confederates, treated the participants as if they held status beliefs about the difference
by acting deferentially or assertively, causing influence hierarchies to form. After two such
experiences, participants developed status beliefs about the response style groups that corre-
sponded to their partner’s treatment of them, confirming that status beliefs can be spread by
acting on those beliefs. An additional experiment showed that third party participants who
witnessed someone different from them defer to or assert influence over someone similar to
them also acquired corresponding status beliefs, suggesting that encounters spread status
beliefs widely (Ridgeway & Erickson, 2000).
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Status construction theory and the evidence that supports it suggest that goal-oriented
encounters between people who differ on socially significant characteristics are not only con-
texts where existing status beliefs are enacted, but also contexts where new status beliefs, per-
haps about the digital divide, for instance, can take root and spread and existing status beliefs
can be refreshed or, potentially, undermined.

Expanding the Scope Conditions

A growing body of empirical evidence suggests that status generalization processes occur in
a broader range of settings than those defined by the scope conditions of expectation states
theory (i.e., collectively oriented task groups). For instance, the settings where individuals
take socially important mental ability tests, such as intelligence tests, SATs, and GREs, are
highly task oriented but clearly lack collective orientation. Yet, Lovaglia and colleagues
(Lovaglia, Lucas, Houser, Thye, & Markovsky, 1998) demonstrate that individuals randomly
assigned to low status conditions in experiments scored lower on a test of mental ability than
those assigned to high status conditions. They contend that any attempt to measure mental
ability needs to account for the way that salient status processes actually interfere with test
taking performance.

Similarly, psychologist Steele (1997) theorizes that individuals experience a self-
evaluative threat in the presence of salient negative stereotypes about their group’s intellec-
tual ability. Through arousal, anxiety, and task-irrelevant processing, the threat of social
devaluation interferes with intellectual functioning, leading to decreased test performance
(Steele & Aronson, 1995). Steele shows, for example, that when a difficult, standardized ver-
bal exam is described as diagnostic of ability, African American students perform more poorly
than white students. However, when the same test is not characterized as ability-diagnostic,
African American and white students perform at the same level.

Foschi and colleagues (Foschi, Lai, & Sigerson, 1994) also present evidence that expec-
tation states theory may hold under a broader set of scope conditions. They consider a situa-
tion in which either male or female undergraduates act as evaluators who individually rate
fictitious male and female job candidates for a summer internship job in engineering. When
the male candidate was the slightly better candidate, the researchers found that male
(although not female) evaluators rated him as more competent and chose him more often for
the position than they did the female candidate when she had the slightly better record.
These results suggest that, at least for male subjects, gender functioned as a diffuse status
characteristic in this setting even though the setting did not involve a collectively oriented
task group.

Correll (2001a), likewise, argues that salient beliefs about gender impact the standard
individuals use to evaluate their own task ability in noncollective settings. She hypothesizes
that cultural beliefs that men have more mathematical (but not verbal) ability, prime a status
generalization process that causes men to use a more lenient standard than women to judge
their own mathematical competence. She finds that, controlling for grades and test scores in
mathematics, male high school students rate their own mathematical ability (but not verbal
ability) higher than female students do. These results, like those of Foschi et al. (1994), imply
that double standards theory, which is an extension of expectation states theory, holds in some
noncollective settings.

What is the theoretical rationale for why status generalization would occur in these
socially important, highly task oriented, but not collectively oriented settings? Recall that the
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reason why the theory has limited its scope to collectively oriented task groups is that in these
groups individuals find it necessary to make relative anticipations of the likely task compe-
tence of group members. Importantly, the logic of the theory does not specifically require
collective orientation as much as it requires individuals to consider themselves relative to
another. Erickson (1998) has argued that whenever situational demands pressure actors to
assess their task competence relative to others on a socially valid task, status processes should
occur. While collectively oriented task groups readily create this pressure, settings where indi-
viduals engage in socially significant evaluative tasks, even if individually, also represent
a setting where individuals are pressured to make relative assessments of their expected
competence. Why is this so?

Individual evaluative tasks can provide the pressure to make relative assessments of
competence in situations where actors know they will receive a socially important and
socially valid performance evaluation. The use of evaluative tasks to rank individuals’ per-
formances is socially valid in the Weberian sense; that is, individuals expect others to accept
the ranking as legitimate and, consequently, orient their behavior toward this expectation (see
Weber [1918] 1968, pp. 31-33). The anticipation of this ranking creates a pressure for actors
to assess their task competence relative to others who they imagine are also being or have
been evaluated. This coordination of rank position requires evaluating oneself in relation to
the social environment. However, the standards for what constitutes a competent performance
are not usually clearly defined beforehand, and others’ precise scores are rarely known. In this
uncertain environment, salient status characteristics are available to influence performance
expectations, as they do in collective task situations. Through the process of status general-
ization, individuals develop performance expectations for themselves that are consistent with
their state on the salient status characteristic (Correll, 2001b; Erickson, 1998).

Assuming that a status characteristic is indeed salient in an individual evaluative setting,
three theoretical predictions are implied. First, those with the more devalued state of the char-
acteristic will perform less well on the task compared to those with the more valued state of
the characteristic (cf. Lovaglia et al., 1998; Steele, 1997). Second, controlling for actual task
performance, those with the more devalued state will evaluate their own task performance as
less indicative of ability compared with the evaluations of those with the more valued state.
Finally, when others evaluate the ability of high and low status actors, the same performance
will be judged as more indicative of ability for high status actors (cf. Foschi et al., 1994).

In an experiment designed to meet Erickson’s (1998) revised scope conditions and test
the second of these predictions, Correll (2001b) compared how male and female subjects
rated their competence at a “newly discovered ability” after taking a test purportedly designed
to measure this ability. To make the test socially valid, participants were informed that the test
was being considered for use in screening applicants for graduate school admissions. To make
gender salient and task relevant, subjects in half of the conditions were told that men usually
score higher on tests of the ability. To specifically disassociate gender from the task in the
other conditions, subjects there were told that there is no gender difference in test scores. All
subjects received the same slightly above average scores for their performance. In the first
condition, where subjects had been told that males score higher on tests like the one they had
just taken, male subjects rated their task ability significantly higher than female subjects did
even though all subjects had received identical scores. In the gender irrelevant condition, no
gender difference was found in how subjects rated their task ability. Since this experiment was
specifically designed to meet the expanded scope conditions laid out by Erickson (1998), it
provides the most convincing evidence to date that status processes occur in individual eval-
uative settings, settings that lack collective orientation.
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Extending the scope conditions to include individual evaluative settings is an important
advancement since this setting is both very common and highly consequential in its impact
on educational and occupational attainment. It includes most standardized test settings,
including those that are used to determine college, graduate school, and professional school
admissions and those used for certification in a wide range of professional occupations.
Expectation states theory has generated empirically supported propositions about how pre-
existing inequalities are reproduced in collectively oriented task groups. This newer work in
individual evaluative settings indicates that the impact of status processes on the reproduction
of inequality is even more far reaching.

CONCLUSION

Expectation states theory is, in many ways, a textbook example of a theoretical research pro-
gram. It is deductive, programmatic, formalized mathematically, cumulative, precise, and pre-
dictive; and its propositions have been subjected to rigorous evaluation. More importantly,
however, it is a theory that illuminates core issues in social psychology and sociology more
broadly. It is fundamentally a “macro-micro—macro” explanation about one way that cate-
gorical inequality is reproduced in society. Cultural beliefs about social categories at the
macro level impact behavior and evaluation at the individual level, which acts to reproduce
status structures that are consistent with pre-existing macro-level beliefs. Status structures
in groups can be thought of as the building blocks of more macro-level structural inequalities
in society. For example, to the extent that status processes make it less likely for women in
work groups to emerge or be accepted as leaders, in the aggregate we will observe that more
men than women hold leadership positions in organizations, a stratification pattern that is
reproduced at least partially by the way macro-level beliefs impact individual behaviors and
evaluations.

By focusing on the role of differentiated performance expectations, expectation states
theory provides a unifying explanation for how reward structures, behavioral patterns, and
macro-level beliefs about a diverse array of social categories produce similar effects on the
organization of interactional status hierarchies, the building blocks of societal stratification.
It helps us understand how inequitable structures emerge in these smaller structures, which
increases our understanding of the emergence and reproduction of inequality in society more
generally.
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CHAPTER 3

Social Exchange Theory

KAREN S. Cook
ERrIC RICE

INTRODUCTION

Exchange theory has been one of the major theoretical perspectives in the field of social psy-
chology since the early writings of Homans (1961), Blau (1964) and Emerson (1962, 1972).
This theoretical orientation is based on earlier philosophical and psychological orientations
deriving from utilitarianism on the one hand and behaviorism on the other. The vestiges of
both of these theoretical foundations remain evident in the versions of exchange theory that
are current today. In this chapter we will focus mainly on the theoretical contributions of
exchange theory to the analysis of social psychological and sociological phenomena of
importance in understanding the micro-level processes of exchange and the macro-structures
they create in society.

While early debates focused on the nature of the actor that inhabits the world of social
exchange few of these debates remain salient (see Ekeh, 1974; Heath, 1976). We discuss dif-
ferences in the underlying models of the actor in the different variants of exchange theory, but
we do not view these differences as critical to the major enterprise that has emerged over the
last two decades, which has been the efforts of exchange theorists to understand the social
structures created by exchange relations and the ways in which such structures constrain and
enable actors to exercise power and influence in their daily lives. Whether these interactions
are viewed as reciprocal exchanges or negotiated exchanges they are ubiquitous in social life
and important to study.

One major hallmark of recent research on social exchange in the field of sociology is its
attention to the links between social exchange theory and theories of social status, influence,
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social networks, fairness, coalition formation, solidarity, trust, affect and emotion. We address
these topics in our review of recent important contributions to exchange theory. Our review is
organized topically. First, we provide an overview of the major theories of social exchange.
Then we draw out some of the relevant distinctions between the different theoretical formu-
lations. After this exercise we discuss the main topics of research that have been studied by
the key contributors to the exchange tradition within the field of sociology over the past two
decades. We conclude with a brief statement concerning directions for future research. In par-
ticular, we focus on the linkages between the exchange tradition of work in sociology and
recent developments in related fields of inquiry such as economic sociology and social net-
works. In our view there are many important topics of research that have yet to be studied
fully within the exchange tradition and that provide an exciting research agenda for the future.

SOCIAL BEHAVIOR AS EXCHANGE

For Homans (1961) the dominant emphasis was the individual behavior of actors in interac-
tion with one another. His primary aim was to explain fundamental processes of social behav-
ior (power, conformity, status, leadership, and justice) from the ground up. Homans believed
that there was nothing that emerges in social groups that cannot be explained by propositions
about individuals as individuals, together with the given condition that they happen to be
interacting. In his effort to embrace this form of reductionism he parted company very clearly
with the work of Peter Blau (1964) who built into his theory of social exchange and social
structure an analysis of “emergent” properties of social systems.

Homans (1961, p. 13) defined social exchange as the exchange of activity, tangible or
intangible, and more or less rewarding or costly, between at least two persons. Cost was
viewed primarily in terms of alternative activities or opportunities foregone by the actors
involved. Reinforcement principles derived from the kind of behaviorism popular in the early
sixties (e.g., the work of B. F. Skinner) were used by Homans to explain the persistence of
exchange relations. Behavior is a function of payoffs, whether the payoffs are provided by the
nonhuman environment or by other humans. Emerson (1972a) subsequently developed a psy-
chological basis for exchange based on these same reinforcement principles.

Homans explained social behavior and the forms of social organization produced by
social interaction by showing how A’s behavior reinforced B’s behavior (in a two party rela-
tion between actors A and B), and how B’s behavior reinforced A’s behavior in return. This
was the explicit basis for continued social interaction explained at the “sub-institutional”
level. The existing historical and structural conditions were taken as given. Value is deter-
mined by the actor’s history of reinforcement and thus also taken as a given at entry into an
exchange relation. Homans’ primary focus was the social behavior that emerged as a result of
the social processes of mutual reinforcement (and the lack of it). Relations could also termi-
nate on the basis of the failure of reinforcement.

Dyadic exchange, the main emphasis of his work, formed the basis for much of his the-
oretical consideration of other important sociological concepts such as distributive justice,
balance, status, leadership, authority, power, and solidarity. Homans’ work was often criti-
cized for two main reasons: it was too reductionistic (i.e., it took the principles of psychology
as the basis for sociological phenomena) and in analyzing the sub-institutional level of social
behavior it underplayed the significance of the institutional as well as the social processes and
structures that emerge out of social interaction. In this respect, it is somewhat ironic that one
of Homans’ lasting contributions to social psychology has been his early treatment of the
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issue of distributive justice in social exchange relations. The irony derives from the fact that
Homans was explicitly much less interested in norms since he was preoccupied with the “sub-
institutional” level of analysis in his study of elementary social behavior. His effort to focus
on elementary behavior is derived in large part from his opposition to the heavily system-
oriented and normative views of Parsons that held sway during the time that he wrote his trea-
tise on social behavior. In his autobiography, Homans (1984) refers to Parsons main work on
the social system as the “yellow peril.” We discuss Homans’ conception of distributive justice
in greater detail in the section on fairness in exchange relations.

Homans’ key propositions framed the study of social behavior in terms of rewards and pun-
ishments. Behavior that is rewarded in general continues (up to the limit of diminishing mar-
ginal utility). His first proposition, the success proposition, states that behavior that generates
positive consequences is likely to be repeated. The second proposition, the stimulus proposition,
states that behavior that has been rewarded on such occasions in the past will be performed in
similar situations. The value proposition, the third proposition, specifies that the more valuable
the result of an action is to an actor, the more likely that action is to be performed.

The fourth proposition, the deprivation—satiation proposition, qualifies the stimulus
proposition introducing the general ideal of diminishing marginal utility: the more often a
person has recently received a particular reward for an action, the less valuable is an addi-
tional unit of that reward. Finally, the fifth proposition specifies when individuals will react
emotionally to different reward situations. People will become angry and aggressive when
they do not receive what they anticipate. Homans (1974) later argues they can become angry
when they do not receive a fair rate of return, introducing the normative concept of distribu-
tive justice into his analysis of dyadic exchange.

Blau, writing at about the same time, framed his micro-exchange theory in terms of
rewards and costs as well, but took a decidedly more economic and utilitarian view of behav-
ior rather than building upon reinforcement principles derived from experimental behavioral
analysis. A key distinction between these two broad perspectives, as Heath (1976) points out,
is whether the actor is forward-looking or backward looking in his determination of what to
do next. Utilitarianism generally looks forward. Actors are viewed as acting in terms of antic-
ipated rewards that benefit them and they tend to choose that alternative course of action that
maximizes benefit (and minimizes cost, but see Molm, Takashashi, & Peterson, 2000).
Reinforcement theories look backwards with actors valuing what has been rewarding to them
in the past. The micro-level exchange theory in Blau’s work is embryonic and under-
developed though it is one of the first attempts to apply utilitarianism derived from econom-
ics to social behavior.

Blau viewed social exchange as a process of central significance in social life and as
underlying the relations between groups as well as between individuals. He focused prima-
rily on the reciprocal exchange of extrinsic benefits and the forms of association and emer-
gent social structures that this kind of social interaction created. According to Blau (1964,
p- 91): “Social exchange ... refers to voluntary actions of individuals that are motivated by the
returns they are expected to bring and typically do in fact bring from others.” In contrasting
social and economic exchange he emphasizes the fact that it is more likely in social exchange
for the nature of the obligations involved in the exchange to remain unspecified, at least ini-
tially. Social exchange, he argues, “involves the principle that one person does another a
favor, and while there is a general expectation of some future return, its exact nature is defi-
nitely not stipulated in advance” (Blau, 1986, p. 93).

The first third of the book specifies the nature of the social processes that result in asso-
ciations between individuals (e.g., attraction). Two conditions are defined as important in the
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assessment of whether or not the behavior involved leads to exchange. The behavior “must be
oriented toward ends that can only be achieved through interaction with other persons, and it
must seek to adapt means to further achievement of these ends” (Blau, 1986, p. 5). Social
exchange processes give rise to differentiation in social status and power based on the depend-
ence of some actors upon others for the provision of valued goods and services.

Much of the remaining focus of his book is on the structure of social exchange and emer-
gent social processes at the group and organizational level, which we discuss in the next sec-
tion of this chapter. His explicit attempt to build a theory of social structure on the basis of
a micro-level theory of exchange was also influential in Emerson’s work, though they used
different theoretical strategies.

Emerson’s important contributions to exchange theory are an interesting mix of the styles
of work of both Homans and Blau. The behavioral underpinnings of his micro-level theory of
exchange are based on reinforcement principles of the type that animated Homans work in the
sixties. In Part I of his theory, Emerson takes the experimental analysis of behavior of Skinner
and others as the basis for a formal theory of exchange behavior (see Emerson, 1972a). In
Part II, he builds on the analysis of dyadic exchange to develop a framework for the analysis
of exchange network structures (see Emerson, 1972b). This work is reviewed in our discussion
of exchange and power, since power was the dominant emphasis of the early work on exchange
structures. It was the main focus of the work of Blau and Emerson and until recently it has been
the central topic of much of the empirical work on social exchange networks.

THE STRUCTURE OF SOCIAL EXCHANGE

One of the distinguishing features of Blau’s (1964) influential book on social exchange is the
primary emphasis on the structure of associations larger than the dyad. Blau’s explicit aim
was to develop a theoretical formulation that could form the basis for a theory of macro-social
structures as well. His attempt to build links between a micro-sociological theory of behavior
and a macro-social theory of social structure was in many respects prophetic of the sociolog-
ical efforts in the 1980s and 1990s that emerged to examine more closely what came to be
called the “micro-macro link” (Alexander, Munch, Smelsev, & Giesen, 1990; Huber, 1991).

In addition to the effort to build a macro-social theory of structure on the basis of a
micro-social theory of behavior, Blau identified generic social processes and mechanisms that
he viewed as operative at various levels of social organization. These included collective
action, legitimacy, opposition, conflict, and cooperation. This work set the stage for a num-
ber of developments in exchange theory much later on collective action, coalition formation,
justice and status, among others (see below), but Blau has never been given full credit for this
broader influence, until quite recently.

Montgomery (1996), for example, reformulates Blau’s (1964) model of social exchange
to reflect the dynamic nature of interaction and the potential for opportunistic behavior. He
demonstrates how social exchange may be formalized as a repeated game, and how game-
theoretic models may be used to predict the stability of certain exchange network structures.
Whereas Blau’s (1964) theory could not explain the strong, reciprocal relationships in the
workgroup advice network (Blau, 1955), Montgomery’s model (1996) provides a plausible
explanation. Montgomery’s model only addresses the stability of the exchange network noted
by Blau (1955) and does not address the emergence and possible transformation of this struc-
ture in real time. The primary emphasis in the work of Blau on exchange structures such as
advice networks was on its causal link to the distribution of power and network influence.
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EXCHANGE AND POWER

Starting with the early theoretical work of both Blau (1964, 1986) and Emerson (1962, 1972a,b)
exchange research has focused on the connection between social structure and the use of
power. Blau (1964) believed that inequality and power distributions were emergent properties
of ongoing relations of social exchange. Inequalities, he argued, can result from exchange
because some actors control more highly valued resources than do others. As a result, they
incur social debts that are most easily discharged through the subordination of their social
debtors. Blau (1964) argued that such relations of subjugation and domination took on a self-
perpetuating character and formed the micro-foundations of power inequality.

For Emerson, the relationship between power and social structure was the central theo-
retical problem in social exchange theory. From his earliest work in social exchange, Emerson
(1962) defined power in relational terms as a function of the dependence of one actor upon
another. In a particular dyad (A, B) of exchanging partners, the power of one actor A over
another actor B is a function of the dependence of B on A for valued resources and behaviors.
Dependence and power are, thus, a function of the value one actor places on resources con-
trolled by another and the relative availability of alternative sources of supply for those
resources. This relational conception of power has two central features that helped to gener-
ate the large body of social exchange research that exists today. First, power is treated explic-
itly as relational, not simply the property of a given actor. Second, power is potential power
and is derived from the resource connections among actors that may or may not be used.

It was Emerson’s move to conceptualize power as a function of social relations that
opened the door for the subsequent development of micro-theories connecting social net-
works to power. Like Blau (1964, 1986), Emerson viewed the fundamental task of social
exchange theory to be the building of a framework in which the primary dependent variables
were social structure and structural changes. He went on to expand his treatment of power
and dependence as a function of social relations to an extensive theory of social exchange
relations and outcomes (Emerson, 1972a,b). He argued that potential power was the direct
effect of structural arrangements among actors who controlied valued resources (1972b). In
his work with Cook (Cook & Emerson, 1978), Emerson brought social exchange theory into
its contemporary empirical and theoretical domain. They argued and experimentally demon-
strated that power was a function of relative dependence. Moreover, dependence was a fea-
ture of networks of interconnected exchange partners whose relative social power was the
result of the shape of the social network and the positions they occupied (Cook & Emerson,
1978). While Cook and Emerson (1978) concerned themselves with other exchange out-
comes, particularly commitment formation, it was the connection between the use of power
and the structure of social networks that became the central focus of a new generation of
social exchange theorists.

The most consistent finding among scholars working on social exchange is that relative
position in a network of exchange relations produces differences in the relative use of power,
manifest in the unequal distribution of rewards across positions in a social network (Cook &
Emerson, 1978; Markovsky, Willer, & Patton, 1988; Skvoretz & Willer, 1993). While several
competing micro-theories connecting network structure and power-use have emerged over the
past two decades, all these competing perspectives converge on one point: “Power differen-
tials between actors are related to differences in actor’s positions in the network of exchange
relations” (Skvoretz & Willer, 1993, p. 803). The theories, however, view different causal
mechanisms as being at work in converting differentials in network position into differentials
of power. The Graph-theoretic Power Index approach uses elementary theory and focuses on
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the role of exclusion in networks (Markovsky et al., 1988; Markovsky, Skvoretz, Willer,
Lovaglia, & Erger, 1993; Skvoretz & Willer, 1993). Core theory borrows concepts and solu-
tions from game theory and focuses on viable coalitions among partners (Bienenstock &
Bonacich, 1992, 1993, 1997). Equi-dependence theory is based on power-dependence rea-
soning and centers on equilibrium points in which dependence between partners reaches a
balance (Cook & Yamagishi, 1992). Finally, expected value theory is based on a probabilistic
logic and looks at the expected value of exchanges weighted by their likelihood of occur-
rence* (Friedkin, 1992, 1993).

Bienenstock and Bonacich (1992, 1993, 1997) make arguments about how structural
arrangements affect the frequency of exchange. They introduce the concept of the core, as
developed by game theorists, into the context of social exchange. They argue that intuitively
the core as a solution implies that “no group of players will accept an outcome if, by forming
a coalition, they can do better” (Bienenstock & Bonacich, 1992). Not only do different net-
work structures produce different power distributions, but also different cores or coalitions
emerge as “solutions” to exchange. What this argument implies is that the structural arrange-
ment of actors in relative position to one another can be an impetus for some sub-sets of actors
to exchange more frequently than others. Indeed, Bienenstock and Bonacich (1993) are aware
of this implication and test it explicitly, finding that the core typically made effective predic-
tions about the frequency of exchanges as well as relative power differences.

Cook and Yamagishi (1992) also propose that structural arrangements can affect patterns
of exchange among actors in a social network. They argue that exchanges proceed toward an
equilibrium point where partners depend equally upon each other for valued resources. This
equi-dependence principle has implications for partner selection. They argue that three dif-
ferent types of relations can emerge from a network of potential exchange relations (which
they refer to as an opportunity structure). Exchange relations are those relations where
exchanges routinely occur. Non-relations are potential partnerships within the network which
are never used, and which if removed from the network do not affect the predicted distribu-
tion of power. Finally, latent relations are potential relations, which also remain unused but
which if removed affect the subsequent predicted distribution of power across positions in the
network.

Friedkin (1992, 1993) likewise argues that some relations are the focus of more frequent
interaction than are others, depending upon the structure of alternative relations present in the
exchange network. He views networks as a space for potential relations and calculates the
probabilities that particular exchanges will occur. Payoffs are a function of the expected value
of a particular exchange weighted by the probability of the occurrence of that exchange. For
Friedkin, the fact that some relations are used more than others is central to his explanation
for how power becomes differentially distributed across positions in a social network. Central
to his theory of actor behavior in exchange networks are predictions about how often some
exchange relations occur and, moreover, how some relations are more likely to occur within
a given structure than are others.

As was the case for Expected Value Theory, the Graph-Theoretic Power Index (GPI) is
explicitly concerned with predicting resource acquisition by actors in positions in networks
of exchange. In so doing, GPI relies explicitly on the probability of particular partnerships
being formed (see Markovsky et al., 1993, pp. 200-204 for a detailed explanation). Beyond

*For a detailed discussion of the relative merits of these theories and their predictive abilities see Skvoretz and Willer
(1993). For thorough discussions of each of these alternative formulations see the Social Networks special issue
edited by Willer (1992).
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using the probability of an exchange occurrence in the GPI, Markovsky and his collaborators
focus on the idea that some types of structures tend to have more of an impetus toward exclu-
sion than do others. Some network structures can be characterized as weak-power networks
and others as strong-power networks. The essential difference between these two types of
networks is that strong-power networks include positions that can exclude particular partners
without affecting their own relative power or benefit levels. One implication of this distinc-
tion is that strong-power networks will tend to have lower levels of commitment than will
weak-power networks, because strong-power structures allow the arbitrary exclusion of some
partners (Markovsky et al., 1993) facilitating power use.

Molm (1990, 1997a; Molm, Peterson, & Takahashi, 1999) formulated a different con-
ceptualization of the connection between social structure and the use of power. Molm started
with Emerson’s two central propositions: power is relational and power is a function
of dependence. But Molm’s program of research took a distinct direction from the other
positional theories of social exchange. First, Molm focused on exchanges that are not negoti-
ated, but are reciprocal acts of contingent giving (Molm 1990, 1994, 1997a,b). In reciprocal
exchange, actors do not bargain over the division of a finite pool of resources (or a fixed range
of positive returns), rather exchange is a process of “gift-giving” or the simple act of the pro-
vision of a valued resource or service and exchange relationships develop over time through
repeated acts of reciprocal giving. The failure of reciprocity results in infrequent exchange.
Second, power is not solely tied to the legitimate use of authority. Power may take the form
of coercion or punishment (Molm, 1990, 1994, 1997). Whereas the other theories view the
use of power as wielding structural influence through the threat and/or practice of exclusion
from exchange (especially when there is a power-imbalance in the network), Molm considers
how actors may impose punitive sanctions or negative outcomes on one another. The threat
or practice of exclusion is most effective in networks in which there is a large power differ-
ence between the actors. And, actors who are most dependent (least powerful) are most likely
to be excluded from exchange in certain networks (e.g., networks in which there is a mono-
poly structure).

Molm’s extensive research on non-negotiated or reciprocal exchange has produced
important contributions to the understanding of the connections between social structure and
the use of power (for a thorough review of this body of research, see Molm, 1997). First,
Molm’s work demonstrates that not all types of power use are primarily structurally motivated
(Molm, 1990, 1994). While exclusion can produce the unconscious use of reward power in
negotiated exchange contexts (Molm, 1990), punishment power is used more sparingly.
Second, power use can have strategic motivations. Punishment power may not be used fre-
quently but when it is, it is usually employed purposively to influence the future actions of
one’s exchange partners (Molm, 1990, 1994). Third, her work provides an analysis of the
alternative sources of power. Power use in the form of punishment is distinct from power use
in the form of the differential distribution of rewards. Finally, her line of research shows how
coercive power is connected to and limited by the structures of dependence. Dependence
upon rewards is the primary force in exchange relations, motivating both the use of punish-
ment and reward power (Molm, 1990).

EXCHANGE AND FAIRNESS

Normative constraints on the exercise of power in exchange relations often include assess-
ments of fairness, feelings of obligation, and interpersonal commitments. In a subsequent
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section we discuss the research on the emergence of commitments in exchange relations and
networks. Here we focus on fairness and its role in the analysis of social exchange. Both
Homans (1961) and Blau (1964) included a conception of fair exchange in their theoretical
formulations. For Homans distributive justice exists when rewards align with investments,
except where participation in the exchange involves costs beyond those investments. Taking
costs into account, Homans (1961) suggests that distributive justice is obtained when the prof-
its (rewards minus costs) of two actors are equal.

Blau addressed norms of fairness as determinants of the “proper” exchange rates. Norms
of fair exchange develop over time, Blau argues, to regulate social exchange and to eliminate
continuous negotiation and conflict over fair returns.* The conception of faimess and distrib-
utive justice in dyadic exchange was expanded in Homans’ work to include indirect exchange
involving three or more parties. The notion of indirect exchange and the evaluations of
exchange relations by third parties were important in the development of Blau’s more macro-
level theory of exchange and legitimacy.

Cook and Emerson (1978) demonstrated in their work on exchange networks that equity
concerns could limit the potentially exploitative use of power by power-advantaged actors
(i.e., those with a positional advantage in a network of exchange relations). Once actors in the
networks they studied were informed of consequential inequalities in the distribution of profit in
the network subsequent exchange reflected a reduction in the nature of the demands made by the
powerful actors in their exchanges and an increase in the demands of the less powerful actors.
The power differences alone did not operate to justify the inequalities that emerged. Cook and
Hegtvedt (1986) show that power disadvantaged actors view inequality in the distribution of prof-
its resulting from exchange as more unfair than do those who have advantageous power positions
in the network and who benefit from these positions in terms of higher rates of return.

Molm (1988) has also studied the role of fairness concerns in the exercise of power in
relatively small exchange networks. In her research, the type of power the actor has (reward
power or coercive power) does seem to influence the perceived fairness of their partners’
power use strategies. Molm, Quist, and Wiseley (1994), for example, find that those who are
the recipients of coercion feel that the use of power is fairer when the power user was power
advantaged in the network than when she was power-disadvantaged. Thus, fairness judgments
are affected not only by the power of the power-wielder, but also by the level of power of the
recipient of the power use. Molm (1988) reports that fairness judgments also vary by the type
of power being used—reward power versus coercive power. Coercive power is used much less
frequently in power-imbalanced relations and is likely to evoke strong fairness judgments
when exercised. In fact the norm against the use of coercive power appears to be quite strong
in exchange settings. Molm argues that this is because of the fear that the use of coercive
power to bring a partner’s exchange behavior into line with expectations may have negative
consequences, perhaps even termination of the relationship. This finding explains why coer-
cive power is used much less frequently. When it is used, however, Molm’s work suggests that
it can be a fairly effective mechanism for aligning the interests of the parties to the exchange
relation. In this research, tradition fairness judgments were based on individuals’ own con-
ceptions of justice and they extended beyond the evaluation of the outcomes to the exchange.
They included the strategies actors used to obtain exchange outcomes.

The early exchange formulation of distributive justice produced by Homans was subse-
quently criticized by a number of authors (e.g., Berger, Zelditch, Anderson, & Cohen, 1972;
Jasso, 1980) for focusing only on local comparisons (to one’s exchange partner or those

*Thibaut and Kelley (1959) viewed norms such as fairness as constraints on the exercise of interpersonal power.
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similarly situated in an exchange network) rather than referential comparisons (to groups or
classes of actors). This criticism led to the development of several alternative justice formu-
lations, the most significant of which is the one developed over the past two decades by
G. Jasso (1980, 1986, 1998).

For Jasso, justice is an evaluation of what one receives in exchange or in an allocation
more generally in comparison with a standard or expectation regarding one’s “just share.” The
formulation is represented as: JE = In (actual share/just share). The logarithm is taken of the
ratio of the actual share to the just share to represent the empirical fact that individuals react
more strongly to under reward (i.e., receiving less than one expects based on the just share)
than to over reward (i.e., receiving more than one anticipated based on the just share). What
is expected can be based on either a local comparison, an aggregate set of comparisons, com-
parison with a group, or with an abstract standard or principle (e.g., equal shares for all). Jasso
argues that things like crime rates and collective action in the form of strikes or revolutions
are often consequences of perceived injustices among individuals and members of various
social groups. Her theory allows for the prediction of differential rates of responses to types
of injustice based on the aggregate levels of perceived injustice in the relevant social group or
society.

Various recent empirical tests (see Jasso, 2001) of some of these predictions provide
some support for Jasso’s “new” theory of distributive justice. In the next section we address
the role of emotions in exchange relations. Ironically, the introduction of fairness conceptions
into exchange theory by the early theorists placed emphasis upon the emotional side of
exchange. That actors could view their exchange as unfair or unjust and react negatively with
anger was one of the reasons Homans included fairness as a relevant concept in his formula-
tion of dyadic exchange. Actors who receive what they anticipate, he argues, feel their
exchange was just. Actors who do not react with either the positive emotion of guilt (when
receiving more than they expect) or the negative emotion, anger (when receiving less than
they expect). Jasso makes a similar argument concerning the emotions that attend receiving
or not receiving the “just share.”

EMOTION AND EXCHANGE

Recent work on the role of emotion in social exchange represents a distinct move away from
the traditional focus on structural determinants of exchange outcomes, although it returns to
some of the topics included in the work of the early exchange theorists, including the emo-
tions associated with fairness in exchange relations. Much of the actual empirical work on
exchange over the past 20 years investigates specifically how the social structure affects the
outcomes of exchange such as power-use and commitment. The bulk of this research has
shown that actors who are simply pursuing their own interests can unknowingly generate
inequities in the distribution of resources and pattern exchange relations such that certain rela-
tions within an opportunity structure are favored over others, with little or no self-conscious
intention of creating either outcome. This newer stream of research begins to explore the emo-
tional consequences of social exchange processes and the role that certain emotions play in
the structuring of the network of exchange relations.

Lawler and his collaborators (Lawler & Yoon, 1993, 1996; Lawler, Yoon, & Thye, 2000)
have developed a theory, which they refer to as Relational Cohesion Theory, to explain how
emotional responses to exchange relationships affect exchange outcomes. Molm and her col-
laborators (Molm et al., 1999, 2000) have likewise begun to explore the role of emotions in
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exchange, but focus more on affect as an outcome of exchange rather than a factor guiding
exchange outcomes. While these two bodies of research each present a step away from
the predominantly structural concerns of many recent exchange researchers (e.g., Markovsky
et al.; Beinenstock & Bonacich; Cook et al.) the move to include affect as a concern in social
exchange has deep connections to classical exchange theory. Blau (1964) was particularly
concerned with the emergent properties of exchange relations. He argued that ongoing rela-
tionships of social exchange develop intrinsic value to exchange partners over time, a central
concern of Relational Cohesion Theory (Lawler & Yoon, 1996, 1998; Lawler et al., 2000).
Moreover, Emerson (1972b) theorized explicitly about trust, liking and commitment as emer-
gent outcomes of successful exchange relations, all outcomes studied by Molm and her col-
leagues (Molm et al., 1999, 2000). We will discuss each line of research in turn, focusing on
the key theoretical contributions to exchange theory.

Relational Cohesion—ILawler’s Approach to Emotion

Relational Cohesion Theory is based on the premise that emotion is a proximal mechanism
in the exchange process, mediating the effects of structural arrangements on behavioral out-
comes. The basic model which Lawler and Yoon (1993, 1996, 1998) originally proposed
argued for a simple causal chain: structural power positively affects the frequency of
exchanges between actors, which in turn results in the development of positive everyday
emotions (e.g., liking, satisfaction) which in turn positively affects relational cohesion
which positively affects behavioral outcomes such as commitment to the relation. It is
important to note their focus on the relation as the unit of theoretical and empirical analy-
sis. Lawler and Yoon (1993, 1996, 1998) repeatedly stress that central to this process is the
idea that actors come to see an ongoing exchange relationship as an object toward which
they develop emotional responses. They are careful to point out that each effect in the chain
is dependent upon the previous step. It is only relational cohesion that is expected to
have a direct effect on commitment behaviors. All other variables work through relational
cohesion.

Their early work generated a great deal of empirical support for many aspects of the the-
ory (Lawler & Yoon, 1993, 1996, 1998). Exchange partners expressed positive emotions
about their relationships and these positive emotions increased commitment to these relations.
Two unanticipated results, however, have led to subsequent modifications of their theory.
First, they found that perceptions of uncertainty and the frequency of exchange have endur-
ing independent effects on relational cohesion and commitment (Lawler & Yoon, 1996).
Second, when social network structures were added to their empirical tests, the effects of rela-
tional cohesion became more complex. In egalitarian relationships (i.e., equal power), they
found that affect acted in accordance to their theory. But in power imbalanced dyads, rela-
tional cohesion had a positive effect on commitment for powerful actors but a negative effect
on commitment for less powerful members of the dyad (Lawler & Yoon, 1998). This latter
finding revealed that individual actors within a given relationship might have different orien-
tations toward the relationship, violating the relational focus of the theory.

These empirical outcomes have led to a subsequent modification of the basic model pro-
posed in the original theoretical formulation (Lawler et al., 2000). Lawler and his colleagues
now acknowledge that two parallel processes affect the development of relational cohesion,
one emotional and the other more cognitive. Actors are motivated to form commitments as a
way of reducing uncertainty. They argue that this cognitive process is one of boundary
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defining, in which individuals who are interested in reducing the possibilities of a loss by
increasing the predictability of exchange outcomes come to see relations as distinct social
entities. The emotional aspect of exchange is a social bonding process in which the relation
becomes an object of intrinsic or expressive value. As was the case with their earlier formu-
lation, this more refined model also finds empirical support, with one important caveat. The
independent effect of “predictability,” the proximate cognitive causal mechanism, has no
direct effect on cohesion, but perplexingly from the theory’s standpoint has a strong inde-
pendent effect on commitments.

Molm’s Analysis of Affect in Exchange Relations

Molm and her collaborators (Molm et al., 1999, 2000), while having an equally keen interest
in the connections between affect and commitment in social exchange, have a markedly dif-
ferent conception of the social psychological processes at play. For them, affect is not a prox-
imal mechanism promoting commitment to particular relations. In their theory, emotion is an
outcome of the exchange process generated largely by commitments to exchange relations. It
is structural arrangements, not emotional mechanisms that are responsible for differences in
commitment behaviors across different social structures. Affect, they argue, is driven by both
the form of exchange (i.e., reciprocal or negotiated) and the level of behavioral commitment
induced by the shape of available alternatives to exchange in a social network (Molm et al.,
2000).

Central to Molm and her colleagues’ theory is the delineation of commitment into two
distinct components, one behavioral and the other affective. The behavioral aspect of com-
mitment focuses on the patterns of exchange found in networks of social exchange, in which
actors choose to interact repeatedly with one another rather than with their available alterna-
tives. The affective component, however, is concerned with the emotional bonds that develop
from repeated experiences with successful exchanges between the same partners. This aspect
of commitment shares many similarities with Lawler et al. (2000) “social bonding” aspect of
relational cohesion, but there is a critical distinction that must be made between the bonding
in each of these two theories. In Relational Cohesion Theory, “social bonding” centers around
a relation as a social object, whereas Molm and her colleagues discuss emotion directed
toward a particular partner not the relation or group.

Molm et al. (1999) argue that the social psychological mechanisms responsible for
each of the two kinds of commitment are different. Behavioral commitment is determined
by the structure of relations. Large power imbalances lead to low levels of commitment,
while balanced relations promote commitment behaviors (Molm et al., 2000; see also
Cook & Emerson, 1978). Affective commitment, however, is a function of two influences:
the type of exchange and the level of behavioral commitment. In reciprocal exchanges, as
opposed to negotiated exchanges, there are great uncertainties surrounding the outcome of
exchanges; partners are not obligated to return non-negotiated gifts. This relative lack of
certainty leads actors to develop feelings of trust and other positive affective orientations
toward their partners as successful exchange relations emerge. Moreover, as the level of
behavioral commitment increases, so too does an actor’s level of positive affect toward her
partner.

There are two important distinctions to be made between these two theories of emotion
in social exchange. First, as we have already mentioned, Molm and her colleagues see affect
directed toward particular partners whereas Lawler and his collaborators stress the centrality
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of the exchange relation as the object of affect. While each camp is careful to distinguish their
unit of analysis, it is not entirely clear that such distinctions are critical. For one, Lawler and
Yoon (1998) have themselves found looking at actor-specific, relational affect to be empiri-
cally and theoretically fruitful, despite their careful use of relations and not individuals as the
main unit of analysis in their theory. Moreover, in practice actors may have great difficulty
separating affect directed toward a relation from affect directed toward a partner. The second
difference may be more critical. Molm et al. (2000) see affect as an outcome, whereas Lawler
et al. (2000) view affect as a proximal mechanism. When emotion is taken to be an outcome,
structural issues still dominate theorizing, as Molm and her colleagues are careful to point
out. When emotion becomes a causal mechanism, however, structural arrangements can then
become outcomes. If emotion dictates patterns of behavior to the extent that alternative rela-
tions atrophy and cease to become viable exchange alternatives, the shape of the social net-
works of exchanging actors can be altered. While Lawler and his collaborators continue to
find enduring independent effects for factors outside of relational cohesion, their theoretical
orientation may provide crucial insights into the dynamic linkages between structure and
action.

COMMITMENT TO EXCHANGE RELATIONS

Like many other research topics within exchange theory, the earliest work on commitment
formation was largely focused on examining how commitments were affected by structural
arrangements between actors (Cook & Emerson, 1978; Cook, Emerson, Gillmore, &
Yamagishi, 1983; Markovsky et al., 1988). Connections to other social psychological con-
cepts such as social uncertainty (Cook & Emerson, 1984; Kollock, 1994; Yamagishi, Cook, &
Watabe, 1998) or affect (Lawler & Yoon, 1998; Lawler et al., 2000; Molm et al., 2000) were
later developments and refinements. In the earliest experimental work on social exchange
(Cook & Emerson, 1978; Stolte & Emerson, 1977), researchers have been interested in actor’s
commitments to particular relations within an opportunity structure of alternative relations.
Cook and Emerson (1978) originally described commitment within the context of social
exchange as “an interpersonal attachment leading persons to exchange repeatedly with the
same partners.” For them, commitment was defined in pure behavioral terms, as the frequency
to exchange with a given partner relative to all available exchange opportunities. They found
that power-use and commitment were inversely related. Commitments, moreover, have been
shown to be a function of the distribution of power throughout an exchange network
(Markovsky et al., 1988; Lawler & Yoon, 1998). Markovsky and his collaborators argue that
some network structures (which they refer to as strong-power networks) allow exclusion in
any given round without reducing the rates of exchange for the non-excluded members.
Commitments in such network structures are rare. Take, for example, three actors connected
in a line, A to B to C. Actor B is pulled equally toward and away from each A and C.
Alternatively, some network structures promote commitments. The classic, “kite-shaped” net-
work of four persons (one actor with three alternatives, two with two alternatives—one other
and the central actor—and a third actor connected only to the central actor) promotes com-
mitment between the central actor and the actor with only one alternative, and a second com-
mitted relation between the remaining two actors (Lawler & Yoon, 1998; Skvoretz & Willer,
1993).

While commitment has been shown to be a function of power-use (Cook & Emerson,
1978) as well as the distribution of power in a network (Markovsky et al., 1988), the focus of
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most research within social exchange theory on the concept of commitment has linked com-
mitment to social uncertainty.* The conceptualization of uncertainty, however, has undergone
some modification over the past 20 years. Initially, Cook and Emerson (1984, p. 13) argued
“uncertainty refers to the subjective probability of concluding a satisfactory transaction with
any partner” (italics in original). They found that greater uncertainty led to higher levels of
commitment with particular exchange partners within an opportunity structure. Actors formed
these commitments, they argued, because it increased the frequency of completed exchanges,
thereby increasing an actor’s overall level of benefit. While this conceptualization of uncer-
tainty would be picked up by Markovsky and his collaborators in their work on exclusion,
most other social exchange theorists opted for a new conceptualization of social uncertainty
(Markovsky et al., 1988, 1993).

Recently research within exchange theory has conceptualized social uncertainty as the
probability of suffering from acts of opportunism imposed by one’s exchange partners (Kollock,
1994; Rice, 2002; Yamagishi et al., 1998). Within this new line of research, social uncertainty
has also been shown to promote commitment formation (Kollock, 1994; Rice, 2002; Yamagishi
et al., 1998). Commitments in all of these studies are examined in environments that allow
actors to cheat one another in their exchanges. As such, commitments to specific relations are a
viable solution to the problem of uncertainty in these environments. If an actor or subset of
actors within a given opportunity structure proves themselves to be a trustworthy exchange part-
ner, continued exchanges with that partner provides a safe haven from opportunistic exchang-
ers. Such commitments, however, have the drawback of incurring sizable opportunity costs in
the form of exchange opportunities foregone in favor of the relative safety of commitments.

In Kollock’s initial study connecting opportunistic uncertainty and commitment, actors
exchanged in two different environments. In one environment (low uncertainty) the true value
of goods being exchanged was known, while in the other (high uncertainty) environment the
true value of goods was withheld until the end of the negotiations. He found that actors had
a greater tendency to form commitments in the higher uncertainty environment. Moreover,
actors were willing to forgo more profitable exchanges with untested partners in favor of con-
tinuing to transact with known partners who have demonstrated their trustworthiness in pre-
vious transactions (i.e., they did not misrepresent the value of their goods).

Yamagishi et al. (1998) further explored the connections between uncertainty and com-
mitment, deviating from Kollock’s experimental design but coming to similar conclusions. In
their experiment, actors are faced with the decision of remaining with a given partner or enter-
ing a pool of unknown potential partners. They employed several modifications of this basic
design, but in each instance the expected value of exchange outside the existing relation was
higher than the returns from the current relation. They found that actors were willing to incur
sizeable opportunity costs to reduce the risks associated with opportunism. Moreover, they
found that uncertainty in either the form of an uncertain probability of loss or an unknown
size of loss were each able to promote commitments between exchange partners.

Recent work by Rice (2002) has attempted to bridge this early work on uncertainty as
the probability of finding an exchange partner with uncertainty as environments that allow
opportunism. In both the Kollock (1994) and Yamagishi et al. (1998) studies, exchange occurs
among actors in environments which allow for the potential for opportunism, but where actors
are guaranteed of finding an exchange partner on every round. In Rice’s (2002) design, actors
exchange in two different environments: one that allows actors to renege on their negotiated

*Recent research has also demonstrated the strong connection between affect directed at exchange partners or
exchange relations and commitments. This research is reviewed in the section titled “Emotion and Exchange.”
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exchange rates (high uncertainty) and one where negotiations are binding (low uncertainty).
Exchange, however, also occurs within two different network structures: a complete network
where all actors can always find a partner, and a T-shaped network, where two actors are
excluded from exchange every round. He found that uncertainty promoted commitment in the
complete network, but not in the T-shaped (strong-power) network. Commitments, he argued,
are viable solutions to uncertainty in networks that do not force exclusion. In networks that
do force exclusion, the structural pull away from commitment is sufficiently intense as to
undermine the propensity to form commitments. Whereas the earlier work of Kollock and
Yamagishi and his collaborators suggested that actors would incur sizeable opportunity costs
to avoid potentially opportunistic partners, Rice’s (2002) work suggests that such tendencies
can be muted by particularly deterministic network structures.

Rice (2002), moreover, expands the work on social uncertainty in exchange by exploring
how commitment relates to other exchange outcomes, such as the distribution of resources
across relations and within networks as a whole. He argues that commitments will reduce the
use of power in imbalanced networks, resulting in a more egalitarian distribution of resources
across different positions in a network. In networks where power between actors is unequal,
power-advantaged actors have relatively better opportunities for exchange than their power-
disadvantaged partners. These superior alternatives are the basis of power-advantaged actor’s
power. If, as uncertainty increases, power-advantaged actors form commitments with power-
disadvantaged actors, they erode the very base of their power. Forming commitments entails ignor-
ing potential opportunities. Alternative relations are the basis of structural power and as these
relations atrophy, the use of power and the unequal distribution of resources will be reduced.

Recent research results on exchange under social uncertainty indicate a strong tendency
for actors to incur large opportunity costs by forming commitments to achieve the relative
safety or certainty of ongoing exchange with proven trustworthy partners (Kollock, 1994;
Rice, 2002; Yamagishi et al., 1998). In addition to these opportunity costs Rice (2002) argues
that commitments may also have unintended negative consequences at the macro level of
exchange. Actors tend to invest less heavily in their exchange relations under higher levels of
uncertainty. Moreover, acts of defection in exchange while producing individual gain, result
in a collective loss, an outcome common in prisoner’s dilemma games. Both processes reduce
the overall collective gains to exchange in the network as a whole. So while there is a socially
positive aspect to uncertainty, in so far as commitments increase feelings of solidarity
(e.g., Lawler & Yoon, 1998) and resources are exchanged more equally across relations (Rice,
2002), there is the attendant drawback of reduced aggregate levels of exchange productivity
and efficiency.

EXCHANGE, POWER AND
STATUS RELATIONS

In recent work, Thye and others have made explicit linkages between current theories of
exchange and theories of status. Although both Homans and Blau included considerations of
status processes centrally in their original formulations of exchange the empirical research on
exchange since the 1980s shifted attention to power processes primarily independent of sta-
tus dynamics. After two decades of concentrated work on the role of network structure as a
determinate of power in exchange networks it thus appears that status processes have been
given the short shrift. In addition, some of the most developed theoretical formulations on sta-
tus dynamics in social relations during this same time period have given much less attention
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to power than originally implicated in earlier work. For example, the earliest formulations of
expectations states theory in sociology (e.g., Berger et al., 1972) presented status as a clear
determinant of the observable power and prestige order within a group. Status in this sense is
viewed as a cause of differences in power and influence in society. In contrast, the exchange
formulation of power dynamics focused more attention on the structural and locational causes
of power differences. The location of an actor in a network was viewed as the key determi-
nant of an actor’s power and influence (in the form of control over needed resources such as
knowledge, information or goods and services at her disposal).

The interesting feature of the most recent work by Thye (2000) and Lovaglia (1994,
1995), among others, is that they are attempting to produce a conception of composite
power—power that is determined by both location in a structure of exchange relations
and power that is derived from the status of the actors in a hierarchy of status relations.
Specifically, power in this framework is conceived as a structural potential that enables some
actors to earn favorable resource distributions at the expense of others. The status of the actors
in the exchange is viewed as having influence on the perceived value of the resources to be
exchanged. Resources (e.g., goods and services) associated with high status actors are per-
ceived to be of higher status value than those of low status actors and this valuation is sym-
metric. That is, both low and high status actors have the same view (i.e., view high status
actors’ resources as more valuable). Thye’s (2000) findings indicate that there is a preference
for interaction with high status actors in exchange networks of equal power. Even in unequal
power networks status confers an advantage on high status actors. High status actors were
more actively sought after as exchange partners and received more favorable exchange rates
in both equal and unequal (weak) power networks.

This research begins the interesting task of determining the separate effects of status and
power differentials. What are the mitigating effects of positional power or status when the two
are not consonant? How does low status affect the relative power of an actor with high posi-
tional power or vice versa? The findings Thye (2000) reports suggest that there is an inter-
esting combinatorial effect of status and positional power in exchange networks in which
weak power differences exist. The relatively high status actors in lower power positions exer-
cised more power and were preferred exchange partners more often than in networks in which
there is no status distinction among the actors in the network, only positional differences. The
effort to link attributional and positional determinants of power is an important direction for
new research in exchange network theory. It might also draw on significant developments in
network methods (Faust & Wasserman, 1992) that allow the analysis of positional and attri-
butional factors as predictors of network level events and processes. As Thye (2000, p. 426)
concludes, “further research is needed to determine exactly how levels of power and status
differentially affect the tendency to seek partners for exchange.” Another topic of research
that crosses research traditions in social psychology is the work on collective action. In the
next section we discuss some of the links between research on social dilemmas and collective
action in exchange networks.

COLLECTIVE ACTION AND
SOCIAL EXCHANGE

Research on social exchange has many theoretical ties to the enormous body of research on
social dilemmas (for a thorough review of this research see, e.g., Yamagishi, 1995). The theo-
retical problems, however, faced by theorists of power and dependence generate a unique
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perspective on the problems of collective action in exchange (e.g., Cook & Gillmore, 1984;
Leik, 1992; Lawler et al., 2000). As with most collective action problems, actors in social
exchange contexts face the competing pressures of satisfying self-interest and the provision of
collective goods (see Yamagishi, 1995 for a review of social dilemma research in sociology).
Moreover, while many exchanges are the outcome of explicit negotiations, many exchanges
occur within contexts in which there is no guarantee that partners will fulfill their obligations
(Kollock, 1994; Molm, 1997a,b; Yamagishi et al., 1998). Such uncertainties characterize a
great many exchanges outside of the laboratory context (Heckathorn, 1985). Heckathorn has
argued that exchanges in the “real world” are thus the product of two factors: the explicit
negotiation over social goods and the individual decision to abide by the terms of trade. He
claims that social exchange thus entails not only the bargaining over social goods, but also
the playing out of a prisoner’s dilemma concerning the fulfiliment of social obligations.

The dynamics of power and dependence within networks of exchange partners create
additional problems of collective action that cannot be characterized as a prisoner’s dilemma.
Power inequality creates strains in exchange relations and provides an impetus toward struc-
tural changes, creating problems of collective action unique to exchange contexts (Cook &
Gillmore, 1984; Emerson, 1972b; Lawler & Yoon, 1998). Before turning to empirical work
on such collective action problems within exchange it is necessary to briefly review
Emerson’s (1972b) ideas concerning power balancing mechanisms, for this theory constitutes
the intellectual basis for this work. Emerson argued that reciprocity was a core feature of
exchange relations over the long term and that ongoing exchange relations could be charac-
terized as relations in which a balance of power existed. Power imbalances, he argued, were
a temporary state of social relations, which generated strains in exchange relations that must
be resolved. He claimed that four distinct “balancing” operations existed which would stabi-
lize relationships. Within the context of a given dyadic relation, if the dependence of an actor
A for good y (controlled by actor B) is greater than B’s dependence on A for good x (con-
trolled by actor A), there are four possible outcomes: First, there can be a decrease in the value
of good y for actor A, called “withdrawal.” Second, there can be an increase in the value of x
for actor B, called “status-giving.” Third, there can be an increase in the number of alterna-
tives open to A, called “network extension.” Fourth, there can be a reduction in the number of
alternatives open to B, called “coalition formation.” Note that the first two mechanisms con-
cern changes in value whereas the second two focus on structural change. With the exception
of Emerson (1987) exchange theorists have focused their energies on exploring the latter two
outcomes.

The work on coalition formation (Cook & Gillmore, 1984) has empirically demonstrated
that power imbalances do promote the formation of coalitions. In a network in which there
are power imbalances, some actors can be characterized as power-advantaged while others are
power-disadvantaged. In simple hierarchical network structures in which one power-
advantaged actor exchanges with a number of power-disadvantaged actors, a coalition of all
power-disadvantaged actors against the power-advantaged actor will balance power in the
network (Cook & Gillmore, 1984). Those coalitions that do not include all disadvantaged
actors will not attain power-balance because the power-advantaged actor still possesses alter-
natives to the coalition. Moreover, coalitions that include all power-disadvantaged actors tend
to be stable over time, as Emerson (1972b) would argue they should. Coalitions, however, that
do not include all disadvantaged actors tend to deteriorate over time.

The tensions generated by power inequality can also result in network extension. Power-
disadvantaged actors rather than banding together to form coalitions to balance power, may
alternatively seek out new relations, thus also reducing their dependence upon a given actor
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for valued resources. This solution to power balance has been less thoroughly explored by
exchange researchers, but warrants a brief discussion none-the-less.

Recently Leik (1992) proposed a theory of network extension and contraction based upon
the theoretical principles of the GPI model developed by Network Exchange Theory
(e.g., Markovsky et al., 1988, 1993; Willer & Anderson, 1981). He argues that so long as actors
are assumed 1o be trying to maximize their power vis-a-vis their partners, power-advantaged
actors will attempt to reduce linkages between partners in an effort to consolidate their power
while power-disadvantaged actors will attempt to create new linkages in order to increase their
power. He goes on to explain that such a theory requires that actors have a great deal of infor-
mation and strategic savvy: “Without sufficient information and the savvy to utilize it, neither
the weak nor the strong will be able to perceive the advantage of linkage changes” (Leik, 1992,
p. 316). Recent empirical work by Lawler and Yoon (1998), however, suggests that emotional
responses to inequality may be sufficient to motivate network extension. While Lawler and
Yoon are explicitly concerned with developing a theory of relational cohesion based upon
affect directed toward exchange relations (see the discussion of this work above), their empir-
ical work sheds light on issues of network extension. Toward the end of their experiment,
actors are freed from the constraints of their initial network of exchange relations and allowed
to interact with every other participant. Actors in relations that can be characterized as power
balanced continued to seek out one another in exchange. Power-advantaged actors, likewise
continued to solicit exchanges from their disadvantaged partners, whereas the disadvantaged
attempted to form new relations with other participants who had not been previously exploita-
tive (Lawler & Yoon, 1998). Thus, the negative affect directed toward a power-advantaged
actor by a power-disadvantaged partner in concert with the low levels of reward accrued by
power-disadvantaged actors seems sufficient to motivate network extension.

Beyond the issues of power-balancing operations and prisoner’s dilemma features of
exchange relations, a third type of collective action problem has arisen in recent research in
social exchange: generalized exchange. Generalized exchange encompasses those social
exchange relations in which one actor gives resources to another, but where such resources
are reciprocated not by the recipient but rather a third party (Molm & Cook, 1995). These
exchange relations inherently involve a minimum of three actors. Moreover, there is no one-
to-one correspondence between what two actors directly give to and receive from one another.
There have been several recent attempts to explain how such complex exchange systems may
emerge (Bearman, 1997; Takahashi, 2000; Ziegler, 1990).

Generalized exchange, like coalition formation, presents a collective action problem
unique to work on social exchange. First, the fact that all generalized exchange systems require
a minimum of three actors means that coordination problems are likely. Because actors are not
simply trading across a particular dyad, they must rely on the goodwill of a third-party, over
whom they have no immediate control. Second, such unilateral gift giving opens systems of
generalized exchange to free riders. Without immediate guarantees of reciprocity or mutually
contingent exchanges, actors can shirk their social responsibilities and reap the rewards of sys-
tems of unilateral gift giving by receiving rewards and refusing to pass on rewards to others.
This conflict between group and self-interest means that generating and maintaining collective
action is difficult (Takahashi, 2000). Takahashi (2000) demonstrates that pure generalized
exchange may emerge among self-interested actors in social systems where actors have some
information about the behaviors of their immediate “neighbors.” His solution, like many solu-
tions to the problem of the evolution of cooperation in systems of repeated prisoner’s dilem-
mas relies on the existence of network structures that provide some sort of localized
information and accountability (e.g., Axlerod, 1984; Macy & Skvoretz, 1998).
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FUTURE DIRECTIONS: LINKAGES TO
ECONOMIC SOCIOLOGY AND THE STUDY
OF NETWORKS

While exchange theorists for the past few decades have been primarily experimentalists, there
is certainly room for exchange theory to make more meaningful ties to other sub-fields on
the broader canvas of sociological research. The best candidate for such a venture seems to
be the emerging field of economic sociology. Exchange theory and economic sociology focus
on a similar set of core theoretical issues. Both fields balk at the notion that individual motives
{or the mere aggregation of individual motives) can properly explain transactions between
social actors. Moreover, both sub-fields theorize extensively about the role of networks of
ongoing relations in exchange. We will argue in this section that a marriage of these two fields
would greatly benefit each. First, we discuss the reasons for the development of each field in
isolation from the other. We then focus on the theoretical overlap in the work of “embedded-
ness” and Relational Cohesion Theory and argue that each field can benefit from exposure to
the other. Finally, we provide two illustrations of this argument by looking through the lens
of exchange theory at recent studies within economic sociology of the credit card market in
Russia and of emerging business relations that extend beyond familial and friendship ties in
this transitional economy.

The separation of these two sub-fields is likely due to the conflation of several issues.
First, early theorists of social exchange were careful to make the distinction between eco-
nomic and social exchange. This focus, however, has slowly receded as work in exchange the-
ory has become increasingly abstracted and the exchange of resources under study are now
typically concrete and quantifiable objects. Second, exchange theory is often aligned with
rational choice theory (Blau, 1964; Bienenstock & Bonacich, 1992; Heckathorn, 1984) and
economic sociologists often use rational choice theory as a theoretical foil against which to
argue their more “social” theories. But even when exchange theory is founded in operant psy-
chology (e.g., Emerson, 1972a; Molm, 1994), connections between the two sub-fields are
rare. This separation can most readily be attributed to methodological divides. Exchange the-
orists tend to generate a priori predictions that they test in laboratory experiments, whereas
economic sociologists favor ex post explanations and empirical field research. Such differ-
ences in style have caused these two fields to develop in relative isolation.

Research on “embeddedness” shares a great deal of intellectual common ground with
contemporary work in social exchange. Exchanges are rarely purely economic; rather they
often are “embedded” in networks of ongoing social relations. This last claim is the central
claim of economic sociology and the focus of much of the theoretical and empirical
research. Uzzi (1996) argues that “embeddedness” has profound behavioral consequences,
affecting the shape of exchange relations and the success of economic ventures. “A key
behavioral consequence of embeddedness is that it becomes separate from the narrow eco-
nomic goals that originally constituted the exchange and generates outcomes that are inde-
pendent of the narrow economic interest of the relationship.” (Uzzi, 1996, p. 681). The
recent work by Lawler and Yoon (1996, 1998) and Lawler et al. (2000) mirrors this set of
theoretical concerns. They argue that as exchange relations emerge actors develop feelings
of relational cohesion directed toward the ongoing exchange relation. These feelings of
cohesion result in a wide variety of behaviors which extend beyond the “economic” inter-
ests of the relationship, such as gift-giving, forming new joint ventures across old ties, and
remaining in a relationship despite the presence of new, potentially more profitable
partnerships.



Social Exchange Theory 71

There is great mutual benefit to be derived from increased attention to research done in
each field. Exchange theorists can benefit from the rich tapestry of “real” world (i.e., non-
laboratory) exchange contexts studied by economic sociologists. While great theoretical
advances have been made in exchange theory within the context of experimental work, any
sociological theory worth its salt must also speak to empirical phenomenon outside of the lab-
oratory. Moreover, new insights and new theoretical directions are likely to be uncovered by
a renewed focus on the kinds of exchanges that can be studied outside of the experimental set-
ting. Economic sociology would likewise benefit from the work of exchange theorists, par-
ticularly in so far as exchange theory provides easily derivable and testable predictions for
actor behavior under exchange. Moreover, exchange theorists have conducted research on the
effects of a number of interesting variables that often go overlooked by economic sociolo-
gists, such as the use and distribution of power and cohesion within relationships.

To illustrate the potential value of such a marriage, we discuss how two recent studies
within economic sociology relate to recent work in exchange theory and explore the possi-
bilities for new research generated by such an examination. Recently in one study Guseva and
Rona-Tas (2001) have compared the credit card markets of post-Soviet Russia and the United
States. They are concerned with how credit lenders in each country manage the uncertainties
of lending credit. In the United States, they argue, credit lending is a highly rationalized
process that converts the uncertainty of defaulting debtors to manageable risk. Lenders take
advantage of highly routinized systems of scoring potential debtors, through the use of credit
histories and other easily accessed personal information. This system allows creditors in the
United States to be open to any individuals who meet these impersonal criteria.

In Russia, creditors must reduce uncertainties through personal ties and commitments.
Defaulting is an enormous problem in Russia, aggravated by the fact that credit information
such as that used by American lenders has, until quite recently, been unavailable. To overcome
these uncertainties Russian banks seeking to establish credit card markets must use and
stretch existing personal ties. Loan officers make idiosyncratic decisions about potential
debtors, based largely on connections to the banks, or known customers of the bank. In this
way defaulting debtors cannot easily disappear, as they can be tracked through these ties.

Viewed through the lens of recent theorizing on the connections between uncertainty and
commitments, these different strategies seem quite reasonable. As discussed earlier, exchange
theorists have repeatedly shown that as uncertainty increases, commitments to specific rela-
tions likewise increases (Cook & Emerson, 1984; Kollock, 1994; Yamagishi et al., 1998). In
the case of credit card markets, it is clear that the United States presents an environment of
relatively low uncertainty, compared to the high-levels of uncertainty present in Russia.
Exchange theory argues therefore that commitments will be greater in Russia, which is
exactly the case. Lending is facilitated by existing commitments to the banks or the bank’s
known customers. While such theoretical confluence is interesting, it is in generating new
insights that one can see the value of examining this situation through the lens of exchange
theory. Rice (2002) in his work on exchange under uncertainty argues that network structure
will intervene in the process of commitment formation. This insight suggests that sociologists
ought to ask how different shaped networks of potential debtors and lenders in Russia affect
the use of commitments to procure credit? Rice also argues that uncertainty, while promoting
commitment simultaneously reduces the overall level of exchange in networks; this is yet
another outcome observed in the Russian credit card market, but one largely ignored by
Guseva and Rona-Tas (2001). It is this aspect of the problem that is recently addressed to
some extent in another study by Radaev (2002) on the emergence of reputational systems
in Russia. Finally, Yamagishi and his collaborators (Yamagishi et al., 1998) argue that
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uncertainty can stem from either the probability of loss or the size of loss. Another question
that should be raised in this context is how the size of loss, not just the potential for loss
relates to the behaviors observed in the Russian versus the American credit card markets.

This examination, however, is not a one sided affair, benefiting only economic sociology.
Exchange theorists also can learn from this example. Exchange theory tends to focus on com-
mitments as an outcome, not as a social mechanism. In the case of the Russian credit card
market, existing commitments provide a mechanism through which network structures are
expanded and changed. This raises the issue of how commitments may in turn create oppor-
tunities for network expansion and/or reduction. Similarly, in the context of credit card mar-
kets, there are two distinct roles, creditors and debtors. Exchange theory, with the exception
of Kollock’s (1994) work, does not focus on the explicit context of buying and selling.
Exchanges are studied among actors who divide, give or trade resources with other actors who
are engaged in an identical task. Much of the world of economic transactions, however, does
not occur in such contexts, rather buying and selling are the primary modes of exchange.
Exchange theorists if they are to speak to economic sociojogists and inform economic
research must develop a more explicit and rigorous theory of exchange across roles of
this type.

In another recent study of emerging markets for non-state businesses in Russia, Radaev
(2002) investigates the mechanisms and institutional arrangements that help actors cope with
the uncertainty and opportunism common in such an uncertain environment. Two features of
the situation are significant. Under uncertainty actors turn to interpersonal ties involving trust
and greater certainty to produce some security in the context of high levels of opportunism.
This is the behavior that is documented also by Guseva and Rona-Tas (2001) discussed
previously.

In documenting the uncertainty of business relations in Russia, respondents to the sur-
veys Radaev (2002) conducted indicated how important honesty and trustworthiness were in
business partners. This result is driven by the fact that there are frequent infringements of
business contracts creating both risk and high levels of uncertainty. Half of the respondents
admitted that contract infringements were quite frequent in Russian business in general and a
third of the respondents had had a high level of personal experience with such infringements.
This degree of opportunism creates barriers to the formation of reciprocal trust relations.
Widespread distrust exists of newcomers to the market but reliable partners are viewed as
more trustworthy.

In this climate commitment is clearly the most predictable response to uncertainty as in
the case of Kollock’s (1994) rubber markets and the credit card market discussed by Guseva
and Rona-Tas (2001). Another reason for the uncertainty is that the existing institutions lack
credibility and legitimacy. Dispute resolution is not effectively managed by the courts and
business contracts are not secured by existing institutions. To cope with this fact the business
community creates closed business networks with reputation systems that define insiders and
outsiders. This system is based on information obtained from third parties, but more impor-
tantly on common face-to-face meetings between potential partners.

In a 1993 survey conducted by Radaev the emerging networks of entrepreneurs in Russia
primarily included personal acquaintance (42%), friends and their relatives (23%) and rela-
tives (17%). This fact reflects the reality discussed in the work of Guseva and Rona-Tas
(2001) on the credit card market in Russia. Only a small percentage (11%) of the business
contacts in 1993 were new or relatively new acquaintances. More recently, however, the move
is away from affect-based commitment and trust to reputation-based trust as the networks
formed purely on the basis of acquaintance, kin ties or friendship have tended to fall apart due
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to inefficiency. The relatively closed business networks that have emerged to replace the older
“familial” and friendship ties provide better information about the trustworthiness of the part-
ners and their competence. Within exchange theory the formation of commitment and trust
networks (see also Cook & Hardin, 2001) in the face of uncertainty provide theoretical sup-
port for the evidence provided by Radaev (2003) and others on the recent emergence of busi-
ness networks in Russia. This argument is also consistent with Rice’s (2002) argument that
commitments can have negative aggregate level consequences in terms of productivity and
efficiency in exchange systems.

These concluding remarks identify only some of the ways in which exchange theory can
inform recent empirical work in what has come to be called economic sociology. Topics that
have returned to center stage on the agenda for future research in the exchange theory tradi-
tion such as trust, emotion, affect, fairness, strategic action, commitment and reputational net-
works all have potential applications in the analysis of the emergence of exchange networks
in countries with transitional economies as well as in other types of economies as evidenced
by the work of many economic sociologists (e.g., Uzzi, Granovetter, etc.). Moving from
closed groups to more open networks of trade mirror some of the processes identified by
Emerson (1972) as important for study from an exchange perspective contrasting group-level
exchange systems (productive exchange in corporate groups) with network-level exchange. In
addition, the return to the study of the significant differences between social processes
(e.g., power, justice, and commitment) involved in different types of exchange, negotiated,
reciprocal, and generalized exchange (Molm, 1988, 1990, 1994) has the potential to provide
new insights into a variety of emergent forms of exchange under different circumstances. For
example, under conditions of uncertainty, negotiated, binding exchange is likely to emerge
before reciprocal (most often, non-binding) exchange because reciprocal exchange involves a
greater degree of uncertainty. Reciprocal exchange, as Molm and her coauthors (Molm et al.,
1999, 2000) have documented, generally requires more trust since the terms of exchange are
not simultaneously negotiated and opportunism is possible. This research has the potential to
produce a theoretical basis for the empirical work on the development of various economic
sectors as well as for the study of the Internet and its consequences for the world of trade.

Exchange theory provides a general analytic approach to a wide array of social processes
that are central to sociological inquiry at various levels. We have provided not only an intro-
duction to the current status of this work, but also a window into the ways in which it con-
tinues to produce important insights into the world around us as the social, political, and
economic landscape continues to change, often more rapidly than our theories do.
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CHAPTER 4

Social Structure and Personality

JANE D. McLEOD
KATHRYN J. LIVELY

Social structure and personality (SSP) research is concerned with the relationship between
macro-social systems or processes and individual feelings, attitudes, and behaviors. It is con-
sidered a perspective or framework rather than a theoretical paradigm because it is not asso-
ciated with general theoretical claims that transcend specific substantive problems. Rather, it
provides a set of orienting principles that can be applied across diverse substantive areas.
These principles direct our attention to the hierarchically organized processes through which
macrostructures come to have relevance for the inner lives of individual persons and, in the-
ory, the processes through which individual persons come to alter social systems.

Although the SSP name implies an exclusive focus on social structures, SSP research is
concerned more broadly with social systems, sets of “persons and social positions or roles
that possess both a culture and a social structure” (House, 1981, p. 542). Whereas House
(1981) notes that social structure can be used to refer to “any or all aspects of social systems,”
he and other SSP researchers define social structure more precisely as “a persisting and
bounded pattern of social relationships (or pattern of behavioral intention) among the units
(persons or positions) in a social system” (House, 1981, p. 542, emphasis in the original). This
definition encompasses features of the macro-social order such as the structure of the labor
market and systems of social stratification as well as processes such as industrialization. In
contrast, culture is used in SSP research to refer to “a set of cognitive and evaluative beliefs—
beliefs about what is or what ought to be—that are shared by the members of a social system
and transmitted to new members” (House, 1981, p. 542). The distinction between structure
and culture is not always maintained in practice (a point we discuss in more detail later), but
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FIGURE 4-1. The Social Structure and Personality Framework.

it is nevertheless useful analytically to separate the effects of constraints that emanate from
the societal infrastructure and those that depend on the internalization of values and ideals by
societal members.

SSP researchers adopt a similarly broad conception of personality, as “stable and per-
sisting psychological attributes” (House, 1981, p. 527), which encompasses a wide variety of
psychological dispositions as well as attitudes, emotional states, self-perceptions, and cogni-
tive schemas. Although not considered personality as such, researchers within the SSP tradi-
tion have extended their interests to include behavioral outcomes such as educational
attainment and crime (e.g., Hagan & Palloni, 1990; Sewell, Haller, & Ohlendorf, 1970), as
well as other indicators of individual functioning such as health states and outcomes
(Williams, 1990). Because of these extensions, some people refer to the field more generi-
cally as “social structure and the individual.”

The SSP perspective conceives of the social world as a set of embedded circles, with the
individual at the core surrounded by progressively larger and more complex social groupings,
including dyads, small groups, communities, organizations and institutions, and finally the
larger social system (see Figure 4-1).* In much the same way that one can peel away layers
of an onion to reveal the inner core, SSP researchers attempt to trace the processes through
which components of the social system influence individuals and through which individuals
affect social systems. Although SSP studies rarely examine the linkages between every layer
with equal care, they are distinguished by their simultaneous consideration of multiple hier-
archically organized features of the social environment.

While the SSP framework promotes a holistic vision of social life, SSP studies typically
focus on the relevance of specific features of a social system for its members. Thus, represented
under the SSP rubric we find such diverse topics as the implications of work environments
for personality and health (Kohn & Schooler, 1983), the intergenerational transmission of
educational attainment (see Kerckhoff, 1995 for a review), and the relationship between racial
inequality and racial attitudes (Bobo, Oliver, Johnson, & Valenzuela, 2000). As these illustra-
tive examples suggest, most SSP studies take stratification as their starting point, adhering to

*This figure is based on McLeod’s notes from a graduate course on social structure and personality taught by Jim House.
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House’s (1977) dictum to focus on social “phenomena or problems ... having some ultimate
applied value” (pp. 172-173).

Described in this way, SSP seems indistinguishable from the broader sociological proj-
ect concerned with the social causes and consequences of human behavior. Where SSP dif-
fers is in its commitment to incorporating psychological processes into sociological research,
and its adherence to a set of specific methodological and theoretical principles for analyzing
the relationship between macro and micro phenomena. We begin our chapter with a descrip-
tion and illustration of these principles. Then, because the success of SSP research depends
on its ability to apply these principles in research practice, we review each principle in depth.

KEY PRINCIPLES OF SSP RESEARCH

Social structure and personality research can be traced back to Comte, Marx, Weber, and
Durkheim, each of whom was centrally concerned with the relationship between societies and
individual psychology (see House, 1981 for a detailed review). Later studies in this tradition
drew on anthropological, psychological, and psychiatric insights to posit national differences
in personality characteristics derived from differences in child-rearing practices (e.g., Adorno,
Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950; Gorer, 1943). The framework came into its
own, however, in the work of Inkeles and his colleagues on modernization and modernity
(Inkeles, 1969; Inkeles & Smith, 1974). They used survey data from six developing counties
to investigate the convergence hypothesis—“that the standardized institutional environments
of modern society induce standard patterns of response, despite the countervailing randomiz-
ing effects of persisting traditional patterns of culture” (1960, p. 1). Inkeles argued that the
new structures of industrializing societies become incorporated into the self-systems of their
members through an implicit learning process whereby men begin to see the world in a new
way. Inkeles’s empirical analyses documented mean differences in psychological modernity*
between societies that were substantially explained by differences in education, factory expe-
rience, mass media exposure, urban residence, and possession of consumer goods. Research
on modernization remains vibrant (see, e.g., Inglehart & Baker, 2000), if controversial—a
testament to the strength of Inkeles’s approach.

Inkeles believed that sociological analysis was impossible in the absence of systematic
and explicit attention to psychological processes (Inkeles, 1959). However, despite his efforts
to create a coherent field of research based on that claim, SSP research floundered in the years
that followed, fragmented by both the increasing substantive specialization within sociology
and sociologists’ long-standing resistance to psychological theories. In response to both of
these challenges, House (1981) presented a conceptualization of social structure and person-
ality research that focused on the analytic commonalities of diverse substantive projects, and
called for the integration of sociological and psychological social psychology.

Drawing on Inkeles’s work, House advanced three theoretical and methodological
principles that guide SSP research. The first, the components principles, stipulates that
researchers identify the specific components of the social system that are most relevant to
understanding the phenomenon of interest. The second, the proximity principle, directs our
attention to the proximate social experiences through which macro-social structures impinge
on individual lives, in particular, micro-interactions and small-group processes. The third, the
psychological principle, demands a thorough understanding of individual psychology so as to

*Modernity was defined as a cluster of psychological attributes including openness to new experience, the assertion
of independence from traditional authorities, belief in the efficacy of science and medicine, and ambition.
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allow a more precise accounting of the specific mechanisms through which macro-social struc-
tures and proximal experiences are processed and incorporated by individuals. House’s three
principles remain the most coherent and influential statement of the SSP framework to date.

Perhaps more than any other program of research, Kohn and Schooler’s (1983) research
on work and personality illustrates these principles. In a series of projects extending over
almost two decades, Kohn, Schooler, and their colleagues have advanced the claim that occu-
pational conditions importantly explain social structural differences in values, attitudes, and
psychological well-being (e.g., Kohn & Schooler, 1983; Kohn & Slomczynski, 1990; Naoi &
Schooler, 1990). In adherence to the components principle, Kohn and colleagues distinguish
two major dimensions of social structure-—social stratification and social class. Social strati-
fication refers to the hierarchical ordering within society based on power, privilege, and pres-
tige, whereas social class refers to groups defined in terms of their relationship to the means
of production and their control over the labor of others (Kohn, Naoi, Schoenbach, Schooler, &
Slomczynski, 1990). Kohn and colleagues identify occupational conditions, particularly
opportunities to exercise self-direction on the job, as the primary explanation for the associ-
ation of class and stratification with psychological functioning, thereby addressing the prox-
imity principle. Finally, with respect to the psychological principle, they invoke a learning
generalization process to account for the relationship between occupational self-direction and
diverse aspects of psychological functioning (e.g., orientations to self and others, intellectual
flexibility, well-being) in other areas of their lives. According to their findings, persons in
higher status positions evidence greater intellectual flexibility, more self-confidence, more
self-directedness, and less conservatism because their everyday occupational experiences
demand those orientations.

As this example illustrates, the three principles of SSP research highlight potential link-
ages between sociological social psychology and the broader concerns of sociology and cog-
nate disciplines. The components principle links SSP research with the long tradition of
research and theorizing regarding the nature of social structure within sociology. The prox-
imity principle focuses the SSP lens on the traditional concerns of symbolic interactionists,
exchange theorists, and other researchers interested in networks and small groups. Finally, the
psychological principle serves as a natural point of contact between sociological social psy-
chologists and psychological social psychologists (Stryker, 1977), a contact that has recently
been strengthened by developments in research on self and in social cognition (e.g., Hollander &
Howard, 2000; Morgan & Schwalbe, 1990).

These linkages have proven more difficult to achieve in practice than in theory, in part,
because of the way in which the SSP framework has traditionally been operationalized. With
respect to linking with the broader discipline of sociology, the deterministic conceptualization
of social structure that guides most SSP research is out of sync with recent theoretical devel-
opments within sociology regarding the relationship between structure and human agency.
With respect to linking with other traditions within sociological social psychology, the
reliance of SSP research on quantitative, survey-based techniques has limited its ability to
operationalize the interactional processes that lie at the heart of other traditions. Finally, SSP
researchers do not appear to have fully embraced theories from psychology and other disci-
plines concerned with individual functioning (e.g., psychiatry, medicine), perhaps because
of continued concern about psychologization or because of organizational and institutional
barriers to interdisciplinary collaboration.

We elaborate these points in our review of the three orienting principles of SSP research.
We describe the basic tenets of each principle, the ways these principles have been applied in
research, and their potential to encourage communication between social psychologists and
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the broader discipline of sociology, and among the different “faces” of social psychology
(House, 1977). Our review identifies gaps between each principle and research practice, as
well as promising new directions for research.

THE COMPONENTS PRINCIPLE: SOCIAL
STRUCTURE, CULTURE, AND AGENCY

The components principle directs researchers to identify those aspects of the social system
that are most relevant to understanding the process of interest. In House’s (1981) account, this
requires a detailed description of the social structure, position, or system of interest, as well
as an adjudication of the components of the social system that affect proximal social envi-
ronments and individual responses most strongly. The same principle can be applied to the
study of culture specifying, for example, which of the many differences between nations or
groups account for cross-cultural variations in psychological functioning. The identification
of relevant components can be driven by a priori theoretical decisions (as when researchers
study the effects of a specific component of stratification, such as education, on individual
functioning; Ross & Wu, 1995) or can be determined empirically (as in studies that evaluate
the relative importance of income, education, occupational prestige, and other indicators of
socioeconomic position for health; Williams & Collins, 1995).

SSP researchers conceive of social structure within a structuralist tradition, as an exter-
nal, objective force that has a determinative influence over feelings and actions. More specifi-
cally, social structures are seen as shaping opportunities, which, in turn, constrain individual
responses (Rubinstein, 2001). Kohn, Schooler, and their colleagues (e.g., Kohn & Schooler,
1983; Kohn et al., 1990), for example, argue that social stratification and social class determine
opportunities for occupational self-direction and, thereby, values and intellectual functioning.
Whereas structural symbolic interactionism emphasizes the limits that social structures place
on possibilities for interaction (i.e., what persons are brought together in what settings) and on
the situational definitions that can be invoked in interaction (Stryker, 1980), SSP adds a con-
cern with the material resources and limits associated with different social structural positions,
independent of individuals’ perceptions (Fine’s [1991] obdurate realities).

Within SSP research, social structure is most often operationalized with variables denot-
ing individual positions within social hierarchies. Socioeconomic stratification, for example,
is represented by income, education, and occupational prestige, racial stratification by indi-
viduals’ self-reported (or sometimes attributed) primary racial identification, and gender by a
variable indicating whether the participant is (or is seen as) biologically male or female. This
approach can be criticized on two points. First, it ignores the relational nature of inequality,
which depends on patterned distributions of power, resources, and privileges among sets of
actors (Hollander & Howard, 2000). While there are exceptions to this criticism (e.g., studies
of the individual implications of racial inequality: Bobo et al., 2000), SSP researchers do not
typically incorporate power, domination, and oppression into their empirical analyses of sys-
tem components. Second, variable-based operationalizations assume implicitly that persons
who occupy equivalent status positions share common experiences, thereby forestalling
analysis of individual resistance and change. Because lived experiences of domination and
oppression vary among persons with equivalent status characteristics, status characteristics
are meso-level proxies for macro-level structures.

Relatedly, systems of stratification depend on mutually reinforcing structures and ideo-
logies that are not easily disentangled. Racial inequality, for example, has been conceptualized
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as a system that subjugates some population groups to others based on the identification of
presumed physical differences and the association of those differences with ideologies of
inferiority and superiority (Anderson, 1990a; Feagin & Booher Feagin, 1999; Williams &
Williams-Morris, 2000). This system is manifested in myriad differences in the institutional,
interactional, and psychological experiences of members of different racial and ethnic groups,
all of which are interdependent. Whereas a traditional SSP analysis might choose a single
component of racial inequality on which to focus, or might attempt to estimate the independ-
ent effects of multiple components, racial inequality may affect individuals in a holistic fash-
ion that defies disaggregation (Bobo et al., 2000).

House (1981) identified two key dilemmas in SSP research that underly these comments:
how to distinguish structure from culture, and how to incorporate human agency into explana-
tions for the relationship between structure and individual outcomes. Recent theoretical devel-
opments within sociology suggest that these two dilemmas are linked, and have common origins
in structuralist conceptions of social structure. In the remainder of this section, we review tradi-
tional SSP approaches to conceptualizing the distinction between culture and structure, and the
relevance of human agency for the relations between macro and micro-phenomena. We then
introduce more recent conceptualizations, and discuss the implications of these new conceptu-
alizations for SSP research. In brief, we contend that these new conceptualizations create unique
opportunities for linkages between SSP and other areas of sociology, including other traditions
within social psychology. Moreover, SSP research could assist in the refinement of these con-
ceptualizations if it were more explicitly oriented toward them.

The Distinction between Culture and Structure

SSP research maintains a long-standing conviction in the importance of distinguishing the
structural and cultural origins of feelings, attitudes, and behaviors. The conceptual distinction
between structure and culture can be traced back at least to the work of Marx and Weber
whose relative emphasis on material and ideological interests has been the source of contin-
uing discussion and debate (e.g., Alexander, 1984; Rubinstein, 2001). This distinction also
served as a focal point of Inkeles’s research on modernization, and received substantial
discussion in House’s (1981) review of the field.

Structural explanations emphasize current material conditions of life as they constrain and
enable action and thereby generate characteristic psychological and behavioral responses. In
contrast, cultural explanations attribute persisting patterns of behavior to beliefs and values that
are transmitted to members of the social system through socialization. In a stark example of
the distinction between these approaches, the culture of poverty thesis ultimately attributes the
intergenerational persistence of poverty to the socialization of poor children into maladaptive
psychological and behavioral patterns that diminish their abilities to take advantage of oppor-
tunities that become available to them (e.g., Lewis, 1968). In contrast, structural explanations
attribute the intergenerational persistence of poverty to the persistence of blocked opportunity
structures in impoverished areas (e.g., Liebow, 1967). Both types of explanations see individ-
ual behavior and psychology as the product of constraining features of the social order, but they
differ in the nature of the constraints that are presumed most relevant.

As suggested, the choice between cultural and structural origins is often cast as either-or;
therefore, a central goal of analysts has been to determine which of these broad components
of the social system has most influence over societal members. Even explanations that allow
for the importance of both cultural and structural processes choose between one or the other as
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the ultimate determinant. For example, Wilson (1987, 1991) offers a more nuanced under-
standing of ghetto life by attributing the marginal economic position of ghetto residents to both
macro-economic conditions that block opportunities for legitimate, stable employment and the
formation of a social milieu that fosters a collective sense of futility among ghetto residents.
Although Wilson does acknowledge that futility can be conceived as a cultural value that is
learned and shared, he ultimately attributes futility to socially structured lack of opportunity.*

Despite the analytic appeal of the structure—culture distinction, some sociological
theorists question its utility (see Rubinstein, 2001 for a review). Noting that culture has a
constraining, quasi-external nature similar to that of structure, some theorists merge their
definitions, effectively asserting that the two cannot be distinguished either conceptually or
empirically (e.g., Hays, 1994; Wuthnow, Hunter, Bergeson, & Kurzweil, 1984). In a slightly
different argument, Rubinstein (2001) contends that culture, structure, and agency are mutually
constitutive. In essence, he suggests that while each has an independent influence on action,
each is also partially determined by the others and none holds a superior position of influence.’

Although different, both arguments imply that it may be more difficult to distinguish cul-
tural and structural effects in practice than in theory. In particular, Rubinstein’s claim implies
that it may be more fruitful to study how culture and structure relate to each other, and how
both respond to human agency, rather than attempting to determine their relative primacy.
These relationships are visible in high relief at the locus of decision-making and action, where
individuals define their interests, identify alternative courses of action, experience emotions
and desires, and respond. Rubinstein’s emphasis on studies of decision-making echoes
House’s (1995) call for renewed attention to the nature of social action by SSP researchers
(see Alexander & Wiley, 1981; and Shanahan, 2000). Analyses of decision-making and action
have the potential to reveal how structure and culture become embedded in proximal environ-
ments and individual psyches, and how they shape choice and action, while also allowing for
the possibility that actors have autonomy. To date, SSP researchers have shied away from these
types of analyses, perhaps because of concerns that they underemphasize structura constraints

*Although different in substantive focus, cross-cultural research within social psychology also attempts to distin-
guish the structural and cultural processes that shape individual psychology. In a recent extension of Inkeles and
Smith’s (1974) work, Inglehart and Baker (2000) use data from three waves of the World Values Survey to test two
opposing hypotheses: that values converge as a result of modernization, and that traditional values persist in the face
of economic and political change. They conclude that both processes occur. Values change in marked and pre-
dictable ways with industrialization and the later shift to a postindustrial economy. At the same time, distinctive cul-
tural traditions (operationalized as Protestant, Orthodox, Islamic, and Confucian) persist even in the face of
economic change. In sum, “(e)conomic development tends to push societies in a common direction, but rather than
converging, they seem to move on parallel trajectories shaped by their cultural heritages” (p. 49). Inglehart and
Baker’s attempt to measure culture directly contrasts with most studies of cross-cultural variation in attitudes or
other psychological dispositions that use nation-states as proxies for culture, leaving the specific cultural elements
that distinguish nations underspecified (see Miller-Loessi, 1995 for a review).

For example, Rubinstein contends that culture guides actors’ identification of the opportunities available to them
(e.g., racial intermarriage is not a realistic option for members of the Ku Klux Klan) and shapes judgments about
the utility of pursuing alternative options. Actors are creative when interpreting culture, and can reappropriate cul-
ture to new ends (as in Sewell’s [1992] transposition of schema), but culture is not infinitely malleable. Structures
contstrain the cultural interpretations that actors can apply and thereby limit strategic innovation. Moreover, shared
values and beliefs define what is seen as desirable and useful, but do not serve strictly utilitarian ends. Schooler
(1994) contends that there is a lag between psychological change, structural change, and cultural change such that
psychological-level phenomena change more quickly than social structures, which, in turn, change more quickly
than culture. This cultural “time lag” creates discrepancies among cultural values, social structural imperatives, and
the desires of individuals. Schooler has more faith than Rubinstein that these discrepancies will ultimately be
resolved through cultural and structural change, but his basic notion of cultural lag conforms to Rubinstein’s
interpretation.
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(Kohn, 1989) and overemphasize culture (House, 1995). While recognizing these risks, we
suggest that they have two related strengths. First, they remedy SSP’s overly deterministic
conceptualization of structure without denying its centrality to human action. Second, they
serve as a means to explore the effects of micro-experiences on macro-structures—a long-
neglected part of the SSP agenda. We elaborate these points in a discussion of the ways in
which human agency has been incorporated into previous SSP research.

Human Agency

The question of how to conceptualize and operationalize the role of action, choice, and
agency in the face of structural and cultural constraints has received substantial attention from
sociological theorists (e.g., Emirbayer & Mische, 1998; Giddens, 1976; Sewell, 1992). While
this is a question that applies across diverse areas of sociology, it begs close attention from
SSP researchers because of their desire to make specific claims about the effects of structures
on individuals, and of individuals on structures. Two common SSP approaches to addressing
this question are the analysis of selection effects and studies of the role of agency in the life
course. Both approaches highlight the influence of individual traits or actions on the proxi-
mal environments that people occupy. SSP researchers have also considered the more general
question of the reciprocal relations between micro- and macro-phenomena, particularly in
analyses of social movements. These analyses bring SSP research more in line with develop-
ments in sociological theory regarding the dynamic, dualistic nature of social structure.

SELECTION EFFECTS. Relationships between social structural conditions and individual
outcomes may reflect the effects of structural conditions on individuals, but may also result
from nonrandom selection of individuals into those conditions. A classic example in medical
sociology is the relationship between socioeconomic status (SES) and mental health. Whereas
low SES is associated with life conditions that diminish mental health, mental health prob-
lems may also impede socioeconomic attainment. Thus, observed associations between SES
and mental health may reflect either social causation or social selection (Miech, Caspi,
Moffitt, Wright, & Silva, 1999; Wheaton, 1978).

Analyses of selection effects rely on longitudinal data or instrumental variable tech-
niques to discern the relative strength of the competing processes. Selection processes
may occur as a result of conscious decisions on the part of the individual (e.g., a person with
severe depression seeks a job with lower demands), but also through unconscious person-
environment adaptations (e.g., as when persons with severe depression and their employers
gradually adjust work performance expectations) and the actions of others (e.g., a person with
severe depression is fired for failing to meet job expectations). Thus, selection effects incor-
porate both more and less than is implied by the concept of human agency.

THE L1FE COURSE. The life course paradigm offers an alternative conceptualization of
the role of human agency in social life that incorporates the possibility of selection effects
but adds to that an analysis of individual propensities, behaviors, and actions that propel and
sustain life course development. In Elder’s (1997) words, “(p)eople bring a life history of
personal experiences and dispositions to each transition, interpret the new circumstances in
terms of this history, and work out lines of adaptation that can fundamentally alter the life
course” (p. 957). Thus, the life course paradigm emphasizes both the historical embeddedness
of individual experience and individual contributions to life course construction. These
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emphases are consistent with, but go beyond, the SSP paradigm as it is traditionally conceived
(Elder, 1981).*

Empirical research validates the general claim that people select and create environments
that shape their future life course. Assortative processes, in which people select situations that
reinforce preexisting dispositions, have been observed in studies of behavioral continuities,
attitudes, and personality (Alwin, Cohen, & Newcomb, 1991; Caspi & Herbener, 1990; Caspi,
Bem, & Elder, 1989). People also make conscious decisions to change their lives in order to
improve their conditions or to realize desired selves (Kiecolt & Mabry, 2000; Shanahan,
2000) within perceived constraints. This research demonstrates that assortative processes and
motivated action merit empirical investigation in their own right, as important influences on
the structure of individual lives, rather than as mere statistical nuisances (Thoits, 1995).

MICRO-MACRO EFFECTS. Analyses of selection processes and life course development
extend micro-effects into proximal environments, but do not offer an account of the processes
that link interpersonal environments to macro-social structures. This additional step is
essential if SSP research is to fulfill its stated mission to analyze the effects of individuals on
social systems as complement to its analyses of the effects of social systems on individuals.
The micro—macro link has been most fully elaborated by social movements researchers. They
trace the effects of individual predispositions and actions on macro social change through
analyses of the processes by which individuals become attracted and committed to social
movements, and the subsequent influence of social movements on the larger social structure
(see Snow & Oliver, 1995 for a review). Although the complete pathway of micro-macro
influence cannot be established within any specific study, it can be constructed from the
cumulative findings of research in this area.

Important for our purposes here, recent research in social movements highlights the
reciprocal relations between psychological attributes (cognitions, affect, values, identities)
and social movement participation (see Snow & Oliver, 1995, for a review). For example,
drawing on classic SSP research on the relationship between social class and efficacy
(e.g., Kohn, 1969, 1983), Sherkat and Blocker (1994) show that social class and gender differ-
ences in activist participation can be explained by differences in religiosity, personal efficacy,
and parental socialization into protest activities (operationalized with parent’s own participation).
Furthermore, even when controlling factors that predict protest movement participation, par-
ticipation was associated with liberal political orientations, nontraditional religious orienta-
tions, later age at marriage, and selection into “new class” occupations (e.g., social worker,
journalist, academic) seventeen years later (Sherkat & Blocker, 1997).

The notion that macro structures and individual actions are mutually relevant and rein-
forcing also appears in other areas of SSP research. For example, Bobo and colleagues (2000)
propose that racial inequality, racial residential segregation, and negative intergroup attitudes
are mutually constitutive.

The persistence of racial residential segregation deepens the overlap between economic disadvan-
tage and race and ethnicity by serving to concentrate high rates of poverty and unemployment in
communities of color. Racial residential segregation in turn, is reinforced by group identities and
negative racial attitudes—which are made harder to transform in a positive way while groups
remain economically unequal and residentially separated. Such conditions provide both the kernel
of truth and the motivation to sustain mutual suspicion and hostility. (p. 31)

*Life course theorists also define the life course as a social structure itself by conceptualizing the life course as
“age-graded life patterns embedded in social institutions and subject to historical change” (Elder & O’Rand,
1995, p. 453).
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They provide support for their claim through analyses of survey and Census data from Los
Angeles County. One study in their volume finds, for example, that despite substantial racial
residential segregation, there are few racial and ethnic differences in housing expenditures,
knowledge of housing costs, or housing tastes. Rather, preferences for integration with
respect to specific other groups (e.g., White preferences for integration with Blacks) were
most strongly predicted by negative stereotypes of those groups. Moreover, in contradiction
to theories of prejudice, increased residential contact with Blacks diminished rather than
increased White preferences for integration (Charles, 2000).

These efforts to elaborate the micro—macro interface are in accord with recent theoreti-
cal developments regarding the nature of social structure. For over two decades, Giddens
(e.g., 1976, 1984), Alexander (1982, 1984), Bourdieu (1977), and Sewell (1992), among oth-
ers have devoted substantial attention to the question of how to theorize social structure in a
way that allows actors some autonomy. Whereas their specific arguments are quite different,
they share a common underlying conceptualization of structure and agency as dualistic.
“Structures shape people’s practices, but it is also people’s practices that constitute (and
reproduce) structures” (Sewell, 1992, p. 4). In other words, social actors are constrained by
the structures in which they are embedded, but they also reproduce those structures through
their actions (as when people “do gender” (West & Zimmerman, 1987) or “do difference”
(West & Fenstermaker, 1995)). Moreover, within the constraints of their lives, actors can
apply cultural schema and resources creatively to change structures (Callero, 1994).

This dualistic conceptualization of structure represents a more radical departure from the
traditional SSP conceptualization than the claim that structures and individuals have recipro-
cal effects. Not surprisingly, then, empirical research that engages dualistic conceptualiza-
tions of structure (e.g., Burawoy, 1982; Pierce, 1995; West & Zimmerman, 1987) is
conducted by scholars who would not identify with SSP and who, in fact, see their work as
remedial to SSP’s determinism. Is there a place for SSP research in these developments? We
believe that there is, if SSP researchers orient themselves more explicitly toward analyses of
process in proximal environments, and broaden their empirical base to incorporate the
insights of experimental and ethnographic research (House, 1995).

FROM MACRO TO MICRO AND
IN BETWEEN: THE PROXIMITY PRINCIPLE

The proximity principle asserts that the effects of social structures, positions, and systems are
transmitted to individuals through stimuli that impinge directly on the individual via, “the
smaller structures and patterns of intimate interpersonal interaction or communication that
constitute the proximate social experiences and stimuli in a person’s life” (House, 1981,
p- 540). The proximity principle serves as the means by which SSP researchers trace the
effects of macro-social experiences on individuals. It could, in theory, serve the same for
analyses of the effects of micro-social experiences on macro-social structures but that possi-
bility is rarely realized in practice. Because the proximity principle is concerned with the
proximal experiences of individuals—the contexts in which individuals experience social
structure—this component provides a natural link to other areas within sociological social
psychology (e.g., symbolic interactionism, exchange theory).

The meso-structures and processes that are the focus of the proximity principle traverse
multiple levels of social life, including everything from dyads to small groups to formal
organizations. Each level encompasses multiple, multidimensional contexts that define the
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settings in which macro-conditions derive tangible and symbolic reality for individuals.* We
define contexts broadly as the locations defined by geography, function, and interpersonal
relations in which tasks are accomplished and interpersonal exchanges occur. The importance
of any particular context for individual functioning depends on its relationship to other con-
texts, both those that exist in a hierarchically superior position (as a community would to an
individual family) and those with which it overlaps (such as work organizations and families).
To date, SSP researchers have given much more attention to interactions between personal
status characteristics and proximal environments when predicting individual outcomes
(e.g., gender differences in the effects of substantive complexity on psychological functioning;
Miller, Schooler, Kohn, & Miller, 1983) than to interactions across domains of life (such
as between school experiences and relations with peers). In contrast, developmental
psychologists emphasize the inherent contingencies in meso-level processes (e.g., families
matter differently in different cultural and community contexts) and the need to move beyond
linear, additive models (Boyce et al., 1998; Bronfenbrenner, 1979)—emphases that SSP
researchers would do well to adopt.

Until recently, school, work, and family contexts have received the most sustained atten-
tion from SSP researchers. This focus is not surprising given the amount of time that indi-
viduals spend within these contexts, and the functions they perform for individual survival
(Parsons & Smelser, 1956). Family, school, and work organizations are primary sites of
socialization and value transmission for children and adults and are also the source of valued
network ties. Accordingly, they have been invoked as relevant proximal environments in
research on stratification and mobility (Kerckhoff, 1995), the intergenerational transmission of
crime (Hagan & Palloni, 1990), and the effects of economic conditions on individual function-
ing (Elder, 1974; McLeod & Shanahan, 1993; Menaghan, 1991; Parcel & Menaghan, 1994).

Hearkening back to the concerns of early Chicago school sociology, neighborhoods and
communities have become increasingly prominent in research on race and economic stratifi-
cation in recent years. Following from Wilson’s (1987) and Massey and Denton’s (1993)
analyses of racial residential segregation, analysts have charted the damaging effects of race-
and class-based segregation on job outcomes, patterns of childbearing and marriage, and psy-
chological well-being, among other outcomes (Anderson, 1990b; Connell & Halpern-Felsher,
1997; Crane, 1991; MclLeod & Edwards, 1995). Neighborhoods represent a set of physical
and environmental conditions, with implications for health and development, as well as social
contexts that facilitate or impede social interactions of various types. For example, Sampson,
Raudenbush, and Earls (1997) conclude that the effects of neighborhood-level economic dis-
advantage and instability on violent crime are largely mediated by collective efficacy (social
cohesion among neighbors). Many cities organize social services at the community or neigh-
borhood level, giving neighborhoods added relevance as the sites at which resources are
distributed.

Proximal contexts can be characterized by structures of interpersonal relations (which
include social networks as well as roles, role partners, and role sets), as well as by the nature
and content of context-based interpersonal interactions. Further consideration of each reveals
potential linkages between SSP and other social psychological traditions. We emphasize sym-
bolic interactionism and its offshoots here because it is strongest where SSP research is weak-
est, in particular, in its emphasis on proximal environments as contexts for day-to-day

*We use the term context purposefully because it is broad enough to encompass both functionally specific domains
(Parsons & Smelser, 1956) as well as historical epochs, geographically defined areas such as neighborhoods, and
particular organizations. The important point here is that contexts are often embedded and mutually reinforcing.



88 Jane D. McL.eod and Kathryn J. Lively

interactions, its greater sensitivity to the social construction of diffuse status characteristics,
and its recognition of human agency. However, similar possibilities for integration exist with
respect to exchange theory.

The Structure of Interpersonal Relations

The two most common sociological approaches to conceptualizing the structure of interper-
sonal relations are as social networks or as social roles.

SociaL NETWORKS. Social network conceptualizations emphasize the structural
connections—the presence or absence of links—among individuals or groups. Common net-
work concepts such as density (the degree of overlap among the links within a given domain),
reciprocity (whether exchanges occur in both directions across a link), and multiplexity
(whether a given link involves an exchange of more than one function or activity) further specify
the nature of the connections among groups of individuals and the possible pathways for the
exchange of information and resources. The concept of social support, particularly popular
among health researchers, highlights the content of social networks and their provision of car-
ing and instrumental assistance (House, Umberson, & Landis, 1988; Turner & Turner, 1999).

Networks play an important role in social movements as conduits for information,
resources, and affect, and as bridges between diverse individuals and groups (see Snow &
Oliver, 1995 for a review). The bridging functions of social networks have also been used by
stratification researchers to understand how individuals become linked to jobs both in the
United States and abroad (Bian, 1997; Bian & Ang, 1997; Granovetter, 1973). Social net-
works constitute the structural basis for social capital, and serve as pathways for the trans-
mission of values, attitudes, and behaviors (Alwin et al., 1991; Matsueda & Heimer, 1987,
Newcomb, 1963; Patterson, DeBaryshe, & Ramsey, 1989). Homophily in social networks
both reflects and reproduces social hierarchies (Bobo, Johnson, & Suh, 2000; Johnson,
Farrell, & Stoloff, 2000) placing social networks at the center of research on social inequal-
ity. In short, networks are important to SSP research inasmuch as the structure and content of
social networks may change in response to macro-structures and processes, and because net-
works serve as points of entrée through which macro-structures infiltrate individual lives (as
in Katz & Lazersfeld’s 1955 study of the transmission of media reports to individual political
attitudes through network-based opinion leaders).

SocIAL ROLES. Although the concept of role also implies links among individuals, it
focuses on the social expectations associated with specific structural positions rather than on
the presence or absence of interactional links between specific individuals. In its most tradi-
tional or structuralist form, a social role refers to the behavioral expectations that are associ-
ated with, and emerge from, identifiable positions in social structure (e.g., Merton, 1957). The
role of mother, for example, carries with it normative expectations that shape role occupants’
actions. As this example suggests, the traditional conceptualization views social roles as exist-
ing prior to specific interactions and serving as constraints on behavior.

This conceptualization of roles has motivated SSP research on structurally based vari-
ation in role occupancy and role expectations as determinants of individual functioning.
Role allocation, or the availability of roles to different societal members, has structural ori-
gins as well as psychological effects, giving it central relevance as a mediational process in
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SSP research. Drawing on traditional sociological interests in the fit (or lack thereof)
between structural requirements and individual personality (e.g., Marx’s alienation,
Durkheim’s anomie), SSP researchers have studied the implications of role incongruity, role
conflict, and role overload for physical and mental health and for deviant behavior (Merton,
1957; Thoits, 1983). There is also a well-established literature on multiple role occupancy
and well-being that tests the competing hypotheses that multiple roles offer greater poten-
tial for self-actualization (Linville, 1987) and that multiple roles create tension and stress
(Thoits, 1983), with recent research suggesting that their effects are contingent on role qual-
ity and role salience (Hyde, Delamater, & Durik, 2001; Hyde, Delamater, & Hewitt, 1998).
However, beyond these specific lines of research, role theory is not commonly invoked
within SSP.

‘Traditional role theory has been repeatedly criticized for its lack of attention to individ-
ual agency. In response, several attempts have been made to revitalize our understanding of
role and, therefore, role theory through the introduction of interactionist principles. The first
of these theoretical innovations shifted the conceptualization of role-based human behavior
from role-playing to role-making (Stryker & Statham, 1985; Turner, 1962). The concept of
role-making emphasizes situational dynamics, bargaining, and personal control in role-based
behavior. In essence, the interactionist conceptualization views individuals as creative
negotiators of role expectations within specific interactions. More recently, Callero (1994)
extended this argument further by introducing the notion of role-using, which begins from the
premise that roles are not bundles of rights and obligations but cultural objects that serve as
resources in interaction.

The unique contribution of Callero’s conceptualization is his contention (borrowed from
Baker & Faulkner, 1991) that roles do not have a preexisting reality but, rather, become real
as they are enacted in the context of specific interactions. At the same time, roles have inde-
pendent symbolic and cognitive realities, named variously “typifications” (Hewitt, 1991;
Schutz, 1970) or “gestalts” (Turner, 1978) that transcend specific pragmatic applications.
These symbolic realities involve generalized images of what it means to hold specific role
positions that can be used by individuals as identity claims (as when a woman asserts her
identity as a mother) but also to claim resources (e.g., assistance with child rearing) and to
understand behaviors or feelings (e.g., men can invoke the role of mother to explain their nur-
turing behaviors even if they cannot claim the role). Roles as cultural objects shape cognition
(motherhood implies a certain perspective or orientation to the social world) and influence
behavior, although in a negotiated rather than deterministic way.

The astructural conceptualization of role that Callero (1994) offers is not easily recon-
ciled with the structuralist biases of SSP research. They nevertheless find common ground in
questions about the processes through which roles are claimed and the consequences of role
claims for interactions within specific settings. As Callero notes, roles are not uniformly avail-
able as identity claims. Men cannot claim the role of mother, and most of us will never have
access to the role of U.S. senator (although the role of U.S. senator is available as a cultural
object to understand the political system). Beyond Heiss’s (1981) discussion of the effects of
socialization and prior interactions on consensus vs. dissensus of role definitions, however,
the structural bases for the success and failure of role claims have received relatively little
empirical attention. This disconnect suggests one potential area of convergence between SSP
researchers and interactionist role theory, especially in light of the early theoretical discus-
sions of status inconsistency that address the interaction of diffuse status characteristics, such
as race and gender, and particular role-identities (Hughes, 1945). The distinction between
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role-based self-identifications, pragmatic role enactment, and roles as cultural objects would
also help SSP researchers better specify the components of the social system that are most
consequential for individual functioning.*

On a more general level, the roles-as-resources perspective would allow SSP researchers
to address better the interrelations of culture, structure, and agency (Rubinstein, 2001). By
acknowledging the cultural component of roles, new approaches to role theory invite inquiry
into the relationships among social structural positions, behavioral expectations, and broader
cultural trends, as well as the links between structured roles and culturally based prestige, sta-
tus, and power. In addition, if we accept the notion that roles are resources that can be used
for action, they offer one avenue through which to address processes of social change and the
responsiveness of social structure to individual agency.

Interpersonal Processes

SSP researchers often invoke socialization as an explanation for the effects of social positions
on feelings, attitudes, and behaviors. Socialization-based explanations appear in research on
gender (Beutel & Marini, 1995), child development (Corsaro & Eder, 1995), work and occu-
pations (Kohn & Schooler, 1983), deviance (Krohn, 1999; Matsueda, 1988), and, somewhat
less commonly, social movements (Snow & Oliver, 1995). These explanations resonate with
the early traditions of SSP research and remain very popular in contemporary research.
Despite the availability of careful research on socialization processes (see Corsaro & Eder,
1995, for a review), however, socialization is often treated as a fall-back explanation in SSP
research-—something that explains whatever cannot be explained by other mechanisms.

The nature and quality of interpersonal interactions within (and across) domains have
also been implicated in the relations between social systems and individuals. For example,
numerous studies demonstrate the mediating role of marital relations, parent-child interac-
tions, and the development of trust between neighbors in the relationship between economic
deprivation and individual well-being (e.g., Conger et al., 1992; Elder, 1999; Sampson,
Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997). Work conditions shape interpersonal interactions in the work-
place (Hochschild, 1983; Lively, 2001) but also at home (Menaghan, 1991). In sum, socially
structured conditions influence interactions with intimates (as evidenced in the association of
social support with gender and class; Turner & Marino, 1994), as well as with strangers (as
evidenced in mundane acts of racism; Feagin, 1991). These interactions, in turn, affect atti-
tudes, feelings, and behaviors (e.g., House et al., 1988; Williams & Williams-Morris, 2000),
often reinforcing the social order from which they are derived.

Whereas SSP researchers have been reasonably successful at identifying the interac-
tional correlates of social structural positions, they have been less successful at analyzing the
processes that account for them. Research in the symbolic interactionist and status character-
istics traditions complements SSP research by focusing specifically on those processes, each

*Whereas this approach could be usefully applied to organizational roles, its benefits are perhaps most clear in the
case of diffuse status characteristics such as race and gender. By considering the independent and interactive con-
tributions of structural position (e.g., power, status) and cultural understandings, SSP researchers would be better
able to move away from variable-oriented analyses toward more dynamic, contextual conceptualizations and,
thereby, to converse with research on gender and race conducted within other social psychological (and feminist)
traditions.
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with a unique emphasis. Recent interactionist studies on emotional labor performed by service
workers (Hochschild, 1983) and on more general face-to-face interactions (Maynard, 1991;
West & Fenstermaker, 1995; West & Zimmerman, 1987), link the interactional patterns that
exist within dyads, small groups, and formal organizations to larger social structures of race,
class, and gender. West and Zimmerman (1987), for example, demonstrate that gender is both
expressed and reproduced in interaction. Specifically, they find that men are more likely than
women to begin conversations, to monopolize talk time, and to interrupt. West and
Zimmerman contend that gendered behavioral expectations lead women to be more passive
in interaction than men and that women, themselves, assist in the reproduction of gendered
stereotypes and male dominance through their passivity. Similarly, researchers who study
emotional labor have shown that female workers are more likely than men to engage in emo-
tional labor, which further perpetuates the expectation that women are caretakers, as well as
norms regarding the inappropriateness of female anger (Pierce, 1995). While these interac-
tionist studies provide insightful accounts of the ways in which larger social structures affect
individuals more proximally, they often lack the careful consideration given to the relative
effects of culture and of structure deemed necessary by SSP researchers.

Status characteristics theory supplements those accounts with an explanation for how,
and why, status structures that occur in socially heterogeneous groups often reflect the larger
social structures within which they are embedded. Specifically, status characteristics theory
proposes that status characteristics, when salient in the situation, create performance expec-
tations in goal-oriented settings and these expectations, in turn, shape the actors’ behavior and
rank in the power and prestige order (Berger, Cohen, & Zelditch, 1972; Berger, Fisek,
Norman, & Zelditch, 1977; Ridgeway & Walker, 1992; Webster & Foschi, 1988). Individuals
with devalued statuses are less able than others to assume leadership roles and participate
actively, and their contributions to the task are evaluated less positively. Even when diffuse
status characteristics such as race and gender are not directly relevant to the task at hand, they
become salient in mixed group settings (Ridgeway & Diekema, 1989; Ridgeway & Walker,
1992; Tannen, 1995).*

These theoretical traditions hold promise for SSP research because they offer accounts
of the processes through which the larger social structure impinges upon interactional oppor-
tunity structures, normative expectations, and individual behaviors. The narrow scope of sta-
tus characteristics theory (confined to task-oriented groups) limits the domains to which it can
be applied directly, but its convergence with ethnographic analyses of the reproduction of
hierarchy (Lively, 2000; Ollilainen, 2000; Pierce, 1995) implies a more general process that
has relevance for interactions within other groups such as formal organizations and dyads.
Each of these traditions, in turn, would benefit from a stronger linkage with SSP research. In
particular, they, like most interactionist studies, assume the presence of structure (or struc-
tures) without having clearly explicated the nature of the structures or the specific compo-
nents of the structures that impinge upon interactions. Gendered expectations, for example,
could have their origins in cultural assumptions, the traditional distribution of roles by sex, or,

*Although Ridgeway and Walker (1992) offer status characteristics theory as an explanation for the reproduction of
status hierarchies within small groups, they acknowledge that the reproduction is not perfect. Because people are
complex packages of skills and status characteristics, the status structures people construct through interaction are
aggregates: weighted averages of a sort. As a result, people may experience power and prestige hierarchies that
“challenge their usual expectations for individuals with given diffuse status characteristics” (Ridgeway & Walker,
1992, p. 294). The imperfect relationship between societal stratification and group-based status structures suggests
the potential for individuals to create expectations that result in individual-, group-, and societal-level change.
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in some cases, biological distinctions that preclude role occupancy. Careful attention to the
components of macro-structures, encouraged by the SSP framework, would allow scholars
working within these traditions to develop more precise theories about the macro-structural
origins of the group-based processes they observe.

In sum, adherence to the proximity principle requires attention to the range of life
domains that are implicated as well as to their organization, content, and implied interactional
processes. Because of its unique position as a link between macro and micro worlds, the prox-
imity principle offers SSP researchers an opportunity to converse with other traditions in
sociological social psychology, as well as to engage broader disciplinary debates about the
relative importance of structure and agency in human behavior. The potential insights from
this type of integration are manifold, but it will require a willingness to move back and forth
between the positivistically oriented large-scale quantitative analyses that have historically
characterized SSP research and the case-based insights of experimental and ethnographic
researchers (see Mueller, Mulinge, & Glass, 2002).

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL PRINCIPLE

The psychological principle stipulates that we examine the psychological mechanisms through
which proximal structures and processes affect individual attitudes, feelings, and behaviors. In
other words, it is not enough to understand how macro-structures shape the proximal environ-
ments of individuals; we have to also understand how those environments become integrated
into individual thoughts and actions. The expansion of the SSP perspective into health research
implies a broadening of this principle, to incorporate an understanding of how proximal envi-
ronments affect physiological functioning and “get under the skin” (Taylor, Repetti, &
Seeman, 1997). Although efforts to bring psychology and biology into SSP studies are linked,
they are not inseparable. The mechanisms that link some environmental characteristics
(e.g., chronic stress) to physiology are psychologically mediated, but other environmental
characteristics (e.g., environmental toxins) have effects that transcend cognition.

In an early statement of the relevance of personality for sociology, Inkeles (1959) argued
that sociological analysis is incomplete without a general theory of personality. While most
SSP researchers accept Inkeles’s directive to explicitly analyze psychological processes, most
have rejected the stringent assumptions implicit in general theories of personality or basic
human needs. Rather, they posit specific psychological processes, such as social comparisons
(Rosenberg & Pearlin, 1978) and identity-based processes (Stryker, 1980) that link features
of proximal social environments to individual thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. These
processes focus on the ways in which proximal environments are perceived by, and come to
have meaning for, individuals.

Despite the centrality of the psychological principle to the success of the SSP framework,
it is the principle that is least often realized in practice. Many SSP analyses rely on naive the-
ories of psychological process, or assume the existence of hypothesized processes from the
association of specific proximal conditions with individual outcomes. We urge greater atten-
tion to the work of psychologists by SSP researchers, both for the sake of improving SSP
analyses and of creating greater integration between the two disciplines. In this section, we
highlight two areas of research, both of which focus on meaning and perception, in which we
see convergence between the concerns of sociologists and psychologists: social cognition and
self. We then describe recent research on health that highlights the potential of interdiscipli-
nary research on the links between macro-social structures and individual biology.
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Social Cognition

Theories of social cognition represent one point of entrée into the question of meaning. Social
cognition dominates the field of psychological social psychology, but has been virtually
absent from SSP research.*

Social cognition refers to “structures of knowledge, the processes of knowledge creation,
dissemination, and affirmation, the actual content of that knowledge, and how social forces
shape each of these aspects of cognition” (Howard, 1995, p. 91). Cognitive structures, or
schema, influence what we attend to, what we remember, and our inferences about others
(Hollander & Howard, 2000). Studies of social cognition, therefore, focus on how informa-
tion is organized and stored in memory, the processes that link information with social expe-
rience in memory, and how experience, in turn, alters the stored information (Morgan &
Schwalbe, 1990).

According to Howard (1994) cognitions are inherently social and context-dependent.
Echoing dualistic conceptualizations of structure and agency, Howard claims that social struc-
ture and cognition are mutually constitutive. The categories that we use to store information,
and the accessibility and salience of those categories to cognition, depend on both socially
and culturally constructed boundaries and on the situational imperatives of the setting in
which cognition occurs.

Focusing on the social nature of cognition highlights the potential contributions of social
cognition research to the study of inequality—a topic clearly relevant to SSP researchers.
Certain characteristics (e.g., gender) lend themselves to social differentiation and categoriza-
tion, which reinforce group boundaries. Selective information processing (of which social
categorization is one such example) leads persons to see out-group members are less differ-
entiated than in-group members, a perceptual bias that favors more extreme evaluations of
out-group members (Deschamps, 1983). More generally, social categories underpin processes
of attribution, self-evaluation, and the like in ways that contribute to the legitimation of social
hierarchies based on group level identities, or characteristics, such as race, class, gender, sex-
ual orientation, and the like (Della Fave, 1980). A focus on these types of processes when
studying stratification would enhance our understanding of the psychological mechanisms
through which stratified social orders come to have meaning for individuals, and shape social
interactions so as to reify existing inequality.

Self

Theories of social cognition can also be used to merge sociological and psychological under-
standings of self. Self is a central concept in both sociology and psychology, although its
specific conceptualizations and uses differ. Self and self-processes are often invoked by soci-
ologists to explain the influence of proximal experiences on psychological well-being, for
example, Rosenberg and Pearlin’s use of reflected appraisal to link social class to self-esteem
(also see Gecas and Seff’s (1990) discussion of other self-processes to explain the specific
effects of occupation and work conditions on self-esteem). These types of explanations are
invoked increasingly in research on social movements as researchers attempt to discern the
motivations, emotions, cognitions, and the like, that motivate individuals’ entrance into,

*While social cognition has been absent in SSP, this is not necessarily true for other traditions within sociological
social psychology. See Morgan and Schwalbe (1990) and Howard (1994, 1995) on the potential of social cognition
to facilitate communication between various psychological and sociological traditions.
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participation in, and exit out of particular involvements (Goodwin, Jasper, & Polletta, 2000;
Granberg & Brown, 1989; Oliver & Johnston, 2000; Sherkat & Blocker, 1994).

Although definitions of self vary even among sociologists, the concept of self is “often
used generically to refer to all of the products or consequences” (Gecas & Burke, 1995, p. 42)
of the reflexivity between self as subject and self as object. The most common operational-
izations of self measure aspects of self-concept (i.e., self-esteem and self-efficacy) or of
identities (linked to roles, memberships, categories, and character traits). Sociological
conceptualizations of self emphasize the relationships among different components of self (as
in identity hierarchies) and the embeddedness of self within social situations and structures,
offering a natural linkage to the proximal environments that interest SSP researchers.*

Early work in psychology conceptualized self as an attributional system, operationalized
with measures of self-awareness (Duval & Wicklund, 1972), self-monitoring (Snyder, 1974),
and so on. More recent work, however, has developed a model of self as a cognitive system
of self-schemas (or prototypes) that processes self-relevant information (Kihlstrom & Cantor,
1984; Markus, 1977; see Linville & Carlston, 1994, for a review). According to the latter, self
determines which aspects of the social environment are taken into account, how they are inter-
preted, and how we respond (Morgan & Schwalbe, 1990).

Despite their differences, sociological and psychological conceptualizations of self share
the beliefs that there are multiple selves (organized hierarchically around social roles, personal
identities, or interactional contexts), that self-knowledge can be gained through social interac-
tion as well as self-observation, and that self-motives (e.g., self-verification, self-enhancement,
self-consistency) contribute to stability in self over time. Moreover, both are based on funda-
mentally cognitive models of human behavior, in which persons make attributions about the
environment in order to organize and understand it. These commonalities suggest the possibil-
ity for interdisciplinary collaboration on questions of how proximal social structures shape self-
relevant interactions and how those interactions become integrated into self-structures.

Sociologists’ emphasis on the social structural and interactional origins of the self com-
plements psychologists’ more nuanced and comprehensive theoretical understanding of inter-
nal self-processes. Morgan & Schwalbe (1990) elaborate this complementarity in a discussion
of the analogous concepts of role-based identities and self-schemas. Both refer to aspects of
self-organization that facilitate processing of incoming social information. They differ in that
role-based identities are defined as deriving from formally defined roles (e.g., parent, worker)
whereas self-schemas are more often defined in terms of individual traits (e.g., hard-working vs.
lazy). Linking these two concepts theoretically would yield benefits for both psychology
and sociology. Schema-based models of self could be used to extend sociological theories
regarding the implications of the self for behavior by specifying the processes through which
the self shapes attentional processes, and through which environmental experiences are inte-
grated into self-knowledge and guide behavior. In complement, sociological theories of role-
based identities have the potential to reveal the origins of self-schema in status hierarchies,
social networks, and other socially patterned interactions.

As a specific example of the convergence of these approaches, we consider the concept
of identity salience. Identity theory contends that role-based identities are organized hierarchi-
cally according to their commitment and salience. The underlying proposition is that identities

*This conceptualization of self derives from Stryker’s theory of Structural Symbolic Interaction (1980). To the degree
that sociologists view self as a reflection of a differentiated society, they also view the self as differentiated.
Although most symbolic interactionists would argue that there is no “real” self, or that there are as many selves as
there are roles, or role partners, structural symbolic interactionists argue that the stability we typically encounter in
self is attributable to individuals’ patterned involvement with social networks and their positions within the existing
social structure.
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to which individuals are more committed (either affectively or by virtue of social network
structure) are more salient (i.e., more likely to be invoked) and have greater influence on
behavior (see Chapter 2 in this volume for a more complete discussion). The question that
remains is: How and why does identity salience influence behavior? Self-schema theories
provide precise models for the processing of self-relevant information that could help answer
this question. According to these models, information that pertains to self-domains that are
well-developed (i.e., schematized) receives greater attention and is assimilated into existing
cognitive structures more rapidly than information that pertains to self-domains that are less
well-schematized. Furthermore, information that is accessible to memory has a stronger effect
on behavior than information that is not. Based on those findings, one might hypothesize that
salient identities have stronger effects on behaviors because they facilitate the ease and rapid-
ity with which individuals process self-relevant information.

Whereas several theorists have argued convincingly for the integration of sociological
and psychological theories of self and identity (Alexander & Wiley, 1981; Morgan &
Schwalbe, 1990; Stryker, 1983; Stryker & Burke, 2000), integration at the empirical level is
less well-developed. Promising areas of interdisciplinary collaboration include studies of the
self in social movements (Stryker, Owens, & White, 2000) and of social identity (Tajfel &
Turner, 1986). With respect to the former, psychological and sociological social psychologists
move easily within each other’s literatures, and have developed convergent explanations for
the effect of consistency between self-views and movement identities on movement partici-
pation (see, e.g., Pinel & Swann, 2000 on the links between identity theory and self-
verification theory). With respect to the latter, psychologists have begun to incorporate social
networks into their theories of how group-based identities are developed and how they influ-
ence behavior (e.g., Deaux & Martin, 2001), borrowing from identity theory. These “collab-
orations” demonstrate the increased sensitivity of each discipline to the insights of the other,
but rarely involve the development of common research agendas. The organizational, disci-
plinary, and methodological barriers to interdisciplinary research remain substantial impedi-
ments to truly interdisciplinary research (Stryker, 1983).

Biology

The promise of interdisciplinary collaboration between the social, behavioral, and biological
sciences can be seen in the active project concerning the effects of socioeconomic status and
race on health. Drawing on perspectives from stress research (Pearlin, 1999), and using SSP
as an organizing framework, researchers interested in the effects of stratification on health
have developed comprehensive conceptual models that trace the effects of macro-structures
on individuals through intervening experiences in proximal environments (e.g., families,
social networks, communities) and, importantly, through the relevance of those proximal
environments for physiological functioning. Although the hypothesized linkages have not all
been established empirically, early results are encouraging.

In one specific example of this type of model, Williams and Williams-Morris (2000)
trace the effect of racism on individual health through the mediating experiences of low
socioeconomic status, discrimination, and ego identities. As the authors note, racism is a sys-
tem that involves an ideology of inferiority accompanied by individual-level prejudice and
discrimination. Moreover, racism is not independent of other social institutions but, rather,
transforms those institutions so that the entire social system becomes racialized. Racism
becomes relevant for individual health through multiple pathways including: (1) the effects of
discrimination, blocked opportunities, and social isolation on the socioeconomic attainment
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of racial minority groups, (2) residential segregation of minority groups in economically
deprived neighborhoods, (3) individual experiences of discrimination, and (4) the internal-
ization of stigma and racial inferiority. Furthermore, these studies have found that discrimi-
nation influences cardiovascular reactivity and blood pressure, suggesting one mechanism by
which macro-environments get “under the skin” of individuals.

In a similar vein, Taylor, Repetti, and Seeman (1997) review research demonstrating links
between environmental experiences, stress, and physiological responses, which suggests that
chronically challenged physiological systems experience cumulative damage (a build-up of
allostatic load) with implications for physical functioning. For example, persistently conflictual
marital interactions are associated with greater cardiovascular and neuroendocrine reactivity and
lower immune function (Kiecolt-Glaser, Malarkey, Cacioppo, & Glaser, 1994). Moreover,
drawing the connection between mind and body, research suggests that negative emotions sup-
press immune function and may increase risk of heart attacks because of activation of the sym-
pathetic-adrena-medullary system (see Taylor et al., 1997, for a review of relevant research).
While neither of these approaches has been entirely successful at tracing the full set of linkages
from the macro-environment to individual outcomes, both suggest the promise of interdiscipli-
nary collaboration in research on social location, personality, behavior, and health.

Even as progress is made in this regard, there remain undercurrents of dissatisfaction
among sociologists, who often feel that their contributions are overlooked or devalued by
researchers from other disciplines. Schwartz (1999), for example, claims that sociological
theories of mental illness are often deemphasized in favor of psychology and biology, an
observation that echoes Kohn’s (1989) concern with the increasing psychologization within
social psychology. Sociological stress researchers have also decried the shift in emphasis
away from the structural origins of stress to the processes through which stress comes to have
psychological relevance for individual behavior and outcomes (Pearlin, 1989).

Although we are sympathetic to these arguments, we are less concerned than our col-
leagues about the future of sociology in these types of projects, particularly given that psy-
chologists and health researchers, alike, have become more, rather than less, aware of the
importance of social context in the last twenty years (Deaux, 2000; Ryff, 1987; Taylor et al.,
1997). While there is always the danger that psychologists will psychologize social processes,
that danger has not yet been fully realized. Moreover, linking the project of sociological rel-
evance exclusively to the identification of macro-origins of individual outcomes cedes little
of social life to sociology, and minimizes the importance of proximal social interactions as
meso-level instantiations of macro-structures.

CONCLUSION

As we describe it here, SSP is a perspective of paradoxes. Seemingly central to sociological
interest in the macro—micro link (e.g., Alexander, Geisen, Miinch, & Smelser, 1987; Huber,
1990), it is not a key contributor to those developrents and is often explicitly cited as irrelevant
(Hollander & Howard, 2000). Whereas SSP is the social psychological paradigm that best expli-
cates the need for simultaneous consideration of multiple levels of social life, the most innova-
tive multilevel research is being conducted by persons who do not explicitly pledge allegiance
to the SSP paradigm. Finally, aithough SSP is now routinely accepted as one of the three faces
of social psychology (House, 1977), it is virtually invisible in sociological social psychology
textbooks (with the notable exception of Michener & Delamater, 1999) and in Social Psychology
Quarterly, the flagship journal of the discipline.
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As Kohn (1989) notes, SSP is a “quintessentially sociological” project. What distin-
guishes the SSP approach from the more general disciplinary project of macro-micro linkage
is its adherence to its three orienting principles. Among extant approaches to macro-micro
analysis, SSP offers the most explicit prescription for research, demanding careful attention to
the structure and content of social relations and social processes at multiple levels of analysis.
However, whereas the SSP framework provides scholars with a useful orientation to analyzing
macro—micro relations it does not, in and of itself, offer a specific explanation for how and why
those relations exist. As a result, SSP researchers rely on theories and research from other the-
oretical traditions within sociology and psychology, some of whose basic assumptions conflict
with those of the SSP framework. This conflict is particularly evident in the increasing com-
plexity and nuance in sociologists’ conceptions of social structure, culture, and human agency
as they contrast with the more deterministic conceptions of social structure in SSP research.

SSP is an inherently integrative framework. It brings together the contributions of struc-
tural sociologists, sociologists of culture, and social psychologists within both sociology and
psychology. This integration cannot be accomplished within a single study but, rather, depends
on the cumulative development of knowledge within specific substantive areas. By implica-
tion, contributions to SSP may come from people who do not explicitly identify as adherents
to the tradition as well as from those who do. SSP researchers build on those contributions to
develop models of social life that attend simultaneously to multiple levels of analysis.

The successful realization of SSP depends on our abilities to work with other disciplines
concerned with psychological and biological processes, such as psychology, neurobiology,
medicine, and public health. Without precise models of the mechanisms by which proximal
environments influence individual thoughts and actions, the SSP framework cannot achieve
the disciplinary integration to which it aspires. These collaborations depend, in turn, on find-
ing points of intellectual convergence and identifying organizational forms and funding
mechanisms that permit such coliaborations to flourish. At the individual level, this means
that sociologists and psychologists must work consciously and intentionally to overcome per-
sonal and departmental biases against the incorporation of competing theoretical paradigms
into their work. At the institutional level, universities must continue to support interdiscipli-
nary academic and research centers that bring together scholars from diverse disciplines con-
cerned with common substantive problems.
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CHAPTER 5

Evolutionary Social Psychology
Adaptive Predispositions and Human Culture

DoucLAS KENRICK
JOSH ACKERMAN
SUSAN LEDLOW

The conventional wisdom in the social sciences is that human nature is simply the imprint of an
individual’s background and experience. But our cultures are not random collections of arbitrary
habits. They are canalized expressions of our instincts. That is why the same themes crop up in
all cultures-——themes such as family, ritual, bargain, love, hierarchy, friendships, jealousy, group
loyalty, and superstition ... Instincts, in a species like the human one, are not immutable genetic
programs; they are pre-dispositions to learn. (Ridley, 1996)

Social psychologists have generated a wealth of fascinating empirical findings on topics rang-
ing from altruism and aggression through stereotyping and xenophobia. Yet a recurrent criticism
of the field is the lack of a cohesive theoretical framework to incorporate these diverse snapshots
of empiricism. Part of the appeal of an evolutionary perspective is its capacity to organize these
findings, and to integrate the insights of psychology, sociology, and anthropology with those of
the other life sciences. Another part of its appeal is its ability to provide answers to interesting
questions that are not easy to address from traditional social science perspectives. For example:
Why is the distinction between “Us” and “Them” universal? In selecting a mate, why are men
generally more attuned to physical attractiveness and women to social status? Why do age pref-
erences in mate choice over the lifespan violate the homogamy principle in a patterned and
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universal way? Why are stories about “wicked step-parents” found in many different cultures?
Why are some characteristics universally treated as stigmas? Why is investment by fathers,
normally rare in mammals, found in all human societies?

In spite of its theoretical promise and an increasing body of empirical research, evolu-
tionary social psychology remains misunderstood. This chapter provides an overview of cur-
rent research and theory on evolutionary psychology, explores some implications for research
on cultural and group processes, and addresses some recurrent criticisms and misconceptions.

GENERAL PRINCIPLES OF
EVOLUTIONARY MODELS

Evolutionary theorists assume that human beings share certain characteristics with other
animals by virtue of either common descent (e.g., with great apes such as chimpanzees) or
common ecological demands (e.g., with other groups of living mammals such as wolves or
baboons). Observations across the spectrum of living organisms have yielded a number of
powerful general principles, which are now being used to expand our understanding of human
social behavior. In this section, we summarize the concepts of natural selection, inclusive fit-
ness, life history strategies, differential parental investment, and sexual selection.

Natural Selection: Morphology and Behavior by Adaptive Design

Darwin’s (1859) original theory of natural selection was based on three interlinked concepts:
variability within a species, inheritance of traits by offspring, and differential reproduction.
Within any species, individuals vary in traits relevant to survival and reproduction. For exam-
ple, a trait that helps an animal run faster than others of its same species will assist in escap-
ing predators, and therefore living longer and producing more offspring than others without
that trait.

Physical innovations such as a whale’s flipper or a bat’s wing only help the animal sur-
vive and reproduce because they co-evolved with central nervous systems capable of produc-
ing particular behaviors adapted to the animal’s particular environment. Imagine a whale
trying to hunt flying insects at night, or a bat trying to sift plankton from the ocean, for
instance. Besides their wings, however, bats have inherited complex neural machinery
designed to fit a particular behavioral repertoire. Because they must locate moving prey in the
dark, bats have a large portion of their brains dedicated to analyzing the sonar-like echoes of
the specialized sounds they emit. On the other hand, humans have brain mechanisms specially
designed to analyze binocular color vision, which assists in locating and tracking prey or
estimating ripeness of fruit on a distant limb.

Despite the very different ecological demands on whales, bats, and humans, they also
share certain behavioral programs by virtue of common descent and common ecological pres-
sures. For example, all mammalian females nurse their young. Most species of whales and
bats, like humans, congregate in large groups, a behavioral adaptation that has some adaptive
advantages—avoiding predators or searching for scattered food sources, for example, but also
some disadvantages—such as increased intraspecies competition and disease (Alcock, 1998).
Group aggregation, like most behavioral tendencies, is found when advantages outweigh
disadvantages (more likely in prey than in predator species, e.g., and less likely in species
who eat food that can be defended in small territories). Besides those adaptations shared by
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common descent or common ecological demands, some are uniquely designed to solve
particular problems encountered by a given species (e.g., flying ability in bats, but not in other
mammals).

Modern evolutionary theorists assume that many features related to human cognition,
motivation, and behavior were designed through natural selection. For example, much as the
bird of paradise has inherited dazzling plumage and associated courtship displays, humans
have inherited a larynx along with a brain designed to easily learn to communicate using
language (Pinker, 1994).

From an evolutionary perspective, the first question one asks about a morphological
or behavioral feature is: What is its function? A baby’s crying would have served to alert its
mother to the child’s immediate needs, and its smiling and cooing to cement the
mother-infant bond, for example. From the mother’s perspective, the bond would have served
to increase the survival rates of her offspring (Zeifman & Hazan, 1997).

Because humans have lived in small, kin-based groups for over three million years
(Foley, 1989), it is assumed that many features of human cognition and behavior were
designed to solve the problems of living in such groups (Kenrick, Sadalla, & Keefe, 1998).
For example, humans around the world have well-articulated vocabularies for describing the
extent to which another person is cooperative or dominant, and it has been suggested that this
is because our ancestors’ survival and reproduction would have been served by knowledge
of those who were reliable allies or leaders (White, 1980). Similarly, people are very good
at solving normally difficult logical problems when they are framed in terms of detecting
cheaters in social situations, and it has been suggested that this ability was likewise well-fitted
to the demands of living in human ancestral groups (Tooby & Cosmides, 1992).

It is important to note that evolutionary theorists do not assume that humans or other
organisms inherit some capacity to determine in advance which behavioral strategy will be
adaptive, and thereby proceed through life as “fitness-maximizing” machines. Instead, it is
assumed that organisms inherit specific behavioral mechanisms designed to increase the
probability of solving recurrent problems confronted during the ancestral past. For example,
animals whose ancestors ate fruit are sensitive to sweetness, and find it reinforcing; animals
whose ancestors were purely carnivorous do not. Generally, sweetness sensitivity led our
human ancestors to eat ripe, rather than unripe, fruit (the latter having less nutritional value,
and higher toxin content). While evolutionary psychologists typically begin by investigating
a behavior’s function, it is not always assumed that the particular behavior in question con-
tinues to be adaptive in the human-altered modern world. Because natural selection operates
over the long haul, whereas human culture and technology can change rapidly, modern
humans likely possess some characteristics that are less than perfectly suited for current
environments. For a diabetes-prone individual with unlimited access to chocolate bars and
ice cream, the sweetness-seeking mechanism might shorten his or her lifespan; however, it
would, on average, have helped his or her ancestors survive to reproductive age.

Inclusive Fitness: Why Humans Everywhere are Concerned with the
Distinction between Kin and Non-Kin

While Darwinian theory revolutionized the natural sciences, its focus on individual repro-
ductive success could not account for the persistence of behaviors in which one individual
sacrificed his or her reproductive success for the sake of another individual. Altruistic acts
such as sacrificing one’s life for a child, or refraining from mating in order to help care
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for the offspring of others (common among many social insects), would seem likely to
be replaced by more selfish behaviors that led to successful reproduction. This dilemma
was resolved when biologists began to understand processes of genetic inheritance.
W. D. Hamilton (1964) explained that any gene in an individual may be propagated by that
individual directly or by a related individual who shares that gene. More closely related indi-
viduals are more likely to share the gene and are also more likely to exhibit altruistic behav-
iors towards each other. Because closely related individuals share common genes, altruistic
inclinations could be selected if on average, they led organisms to act in ways that maximized
the genetic payoff (e.g., risking one’s own life to save three brothers). While classical fitness
had been calculated based only on the number of offspring an individual produced, inclusive
fitness is calculated in terms both of direct reproduction and indirect replication of genes
gained through assistance to kin. The biological literature abounds with descriptions of altruis-
tic acts among related animals (Alcock, 1998; Trivers, 1985). This does not mean that humans,
or any other animals, consciously decide to assist kin because it maximizes their own fitness.
Proximate mechanisms such as familial love incline people to help relatives; inclusive fitness
theory merely explains how such a behavior could develop and be sustained in a species.

Alarm calls in various rodents offer good examples of kin altruism (Hoogland, 1983;
Sherman, 1977). Upon sighting predators such as hawks, ground squirrels risk their own lives
by making an alarm call that warns neighbors to take cover. However, their alarm calling is
socially contingent, and from a genetic perspective, actually selfish: It is much more likely
when the animals are in the vicinity of close kin as opposed to unrelated squirrels. Another
common example of kin altruism is known as “helping at the nest”—a phenomenon in which
adult offspring help care for relatives’ offspring. For example, when they are unable to find a
suitable location to mate on their own, white-fronted bee-eaters delay mating to help both
younger siblings and more distant relatives who inhabit the same communal nest. The likeli-
hood that a bird will aid a relative can be modeled with extreme precision to Hamilton’s laws
of inclusive fitness. Full siblings are the most likely to be helped; distant relatives are the least
likely. Emlen (1997) notes that over 90% of bird and mammal species living in multi-
generational families show this cooperative breeding behavior.

In humans as well, resources and assistance are often provided by close kin. According
to kin selection theory, we should help siblings, parents, and offspring (who share on average
0.50 of our genes) more often than aunts and uncles or nieces and nephews (all sharing about
0.25 of our genes). Aunts and uncles (especially on the mother’s side) tend to invest effort
in helping a woman raise her children (Gaulin, McBurney, & Brademan-Wartell, 1997).
Grandparents, again more so on the maternal side, are particularly likely to invest in children
(Buler & Weitzel, 1996). There is, in general, a propensity to support relatives of many types,
although close relatives are usually favored over more distant ones. The fact that helping
is more likely from a mother’s relatives is also consistent with notions of inclusive fitness:
Paternity always carries some degree of uncertainty, so although the mother’s relatives can
always be certain they are helping kin, the father’s cannot.

In times of real need, it is often kin, and not friends, that people call upon for assistance
and support. In a series of experiments, Burnstein, Crandall, and Kitayama (1994) asked
participants to imagine that they were in a burning building and given a choice of which one
family member to save. Grandparents were more likely to be helped in everyday situations,
but in life-and-death situations, helping for grandparents as well as cousins decreased in favor
of more assistance for siblings who were not past the age of reproductive viability (younger
siblings). Under the collective threat of war, people rely increasingly on relatives rather than
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the friends or neighbors they turn to for everyday support (Shavit, Fischer, & Koresh, 1994).
In a multicultural study, there were some cultural differences in the composition of support
networks, but regardless of ethnicity, the person most likely to care for a mentally ill person
was a female relative (Guarnaccia & Parra, 1996).

On the other side of the equation, non-relatives often suffer neglect and abuse. Anderson,
Kaplan, and Lancaster (1997) found that genetic children were 5.5 times more likely than
stepchildren to receive money for college expenses. Of even greater concern, children living
with a stepparent are approximately 40 times more likely to suffer physical abuse than those
living with two genetic parents (Daly & Wilson, 1985) and 40-100 times more at risk of
homicide (Daly & Wilson, 1988). These figures hold even when controlling for factors such
as socioeconomic status. In short, social relationships in humans, like those in other animals,
are greatly influenced by genetic relationships between the actors.

Life History Strategies: When and How to Reproduce?

A life history is a genetically organized plan for allocating resources over the lifespan.
Individual animals have a finite amount of time and energy to invest in growth, maturation
and reproduction before they die. Life history theory assumes that natural selection operates
on the timing of allocation of effort to these processes (Crawford & Anderson, 1989; Stearns,
1976). For example, an animal could invest all its energy over a prolonged period into somatic
effort (bodily growth and maintenance) while delaying expenditures of energy for reproduc-
tive effort (mating and parenting). If the animal, therefore, becomes larger, stronger, and
healthier than competitors, it may eventually leave more offspring, and its developmental
gamble would have then paid off. On the other hand, in a different environment, those rivals
who begin reproducing right away might leave more offspring than the animal who delays
reproduction and dies before leaving viable offspring.

Organisms show an amazing array of life history patterns. One small mammal from
Madagascar begins reproducing a few weeks after birth (Quammen, 1996). Elephants, on the other
hand, take decades to reach sexual maturity, and then carry each fetus for over a year (Daly &
Wilson, 1983). Variations in rate and timing of maturity, and relative amount of effort invested in
somatic versus reproductive effort are related to ecological conditions in a species’ evolutionary
past. For example, animals whose newborns are subject to heavy predation, like wildebeests, may
reproduce en masse on one day of each year, thus reducing their individual risk of losing indi-
vidual offspring to predators, who can only attack a few of the helpless offspring at one time.

Primates in general reach sexual maturity later and live longer than other mammals of
similar size. Compared with other primates, humans have four unique life history character-
istics: (1) a very long life span, (2) an extended period of offspring dependence, (3) repro-
ductive support by older post-reproductive individuals, and (4) male help in caring for
offspring (Hill & Kaplan, 1999). Hill and Kaplan (1999) argue that species such as humans,
whose food is varied and difficult to obtain, delay reproduction to acquire the knowledge and
skills needed to successfully forage. In hunter-gatherer groups, older females who are slightly
more vigorous, despite declining fertility, often provide foods such as tubers and berries
to enhance the survivorship of grandchildren while allowing the mothers of those offspring
to begin a new pregnancy sooner (Hawkes, 1999).

Another characteristic of human life-history is lifelong relationships between related
individuals of both sexes. Among our closest relatives, the chimpanzees (Pan paniscus),
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females disperse from the group at sexual maturity, and have no further contact with related
individuals with whom they grew up. In all human societies, individuals of both genders
maintain relationships with kin of both genders, even if they are not in physical proximity
(Rodseth, Wrangham, Harrigan, & Smuts, 1991).

Life-history theory offers insights into a number of social psychological phenomena.
For example, in a wide variety of human societies, the long delay in reproduction is more
pronounced for males, who must generally accumulate status and resources before attract-
ing a mate (Hill & Kaplan, 1999). This may be associated with a general female tendency
to prefer older rather than younger partners. A sex difference in the age of preferred mates,
in fact, appears in all human cultures examined thus far (Kenrick & Keefe, 1992; Otta,
Queiroz, Campos, daSilva, & Silveira, 1998). The general pattern is that females of all
ages generally prefer older males, whereas males change their relative preferences as they
age. Young men are attracted to women older than themselves, men in their twenties
are attracted to women their own age, and older men are interested in younger women
(Kenrick, Yabrielidis, Keefe, & Cornelius, 1996). It appears that women in the years of
peak fertility are attractive to men in all cultures (Kenrick & Keefe, 1992). Because of
intrinsic differences in the costs of reproduction for males and females, some of the most
theoretically important within-species differences cut along the lines of sex, a topic to
which we now turn.

Differential Parental Investment: Sex Differences and
Similarities in Reproductive Strategy

The question of how much to invest in offspring is a key part of the life-history strategy.
Resources invested in one offspring exact costs to the parent’s ability to invest in others
{(Trivers, 1985). In reptiles, birds, and mammals, there is an initial sex difference in parental
investment stemming from the fact that eggs are more nutritionally expensive than sperm. In
most mammals, the initial expense of producing a large nutritionally rich egg (as in reptiles
and birds), are drastically increased because the fertilized egg develops inside the mother’s
body (in most mammals). After birth, mammalian females invest further by nursing their
young for some time-—a year or more in some species. In over 95% of mammalian species,
males invest no more direct nutritional resources than the calories required to produce and
deposit sperm (Clutton-Brock, 1991).

Parental investment is correlated with selectivity in choosing a mate. Because females
generally tend to invest more, they are generally more demanding shoppers in the mating mar-
ketplace. Consider spending money from a bank account as an analogy for investing resources
in reproduction (Kenrick & Trost, 1996). Imagine men and women each have bank account
balances of $1,000 when they reach reproductive age. Women are required to spend at least
$100 on every child they bear, while men can spend as little as 10 cents or as much as $100.
For a man, the low cost (or 10 cent) option involves only as much energy as it takes to have
sex. Under this circumstance, a male need not be selective about partners, because he has
almost nothing to lose by mating with anyone. Contrast this with the woman, whose mini-
mum required investment is $100, which is a significant portion of her total bank account. She
is not likely to spend that $100 on just anyone. In return for her higher investment, she will
demand a mate of high quality, to ensure that her few precious offspring have a good chance
at survival and reproduction. When men decide to invest more than the minimum in their off-
spring, their choices follow the same pattern as women: men desire a high quality partner in
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return for larger investments (Kenrick, Sadalla, Groth, & Trost, 1990; Kenrick, Groth, Trost, &
Sadalla, 1993).

Given an opportunity to make the minimum investment in offspring, 2 man could afford
to be less selective in choosing partners. But most men will find few takers for such a low
offer. Because females are selective, a male must demonstrate qualities that make him a bet-
ter deal than other males. These might be better genes than his competitors, signaled by
a relatively more robust and symmetrical physical appearance, or extraordinary skills
(Gangestad & Thornhill, 1997; Miller, 1999). Or the male might show a willingness to match
some of the female’s investments with investments of his own, such as nest building and
providing her with nutrition.

There are species in which males invest in the offspring as much as, if not more than,
females. The male seahorse carries the fertilized eggs in a pouch and then cares for the new-
borns, freeing the female to invest energy in a new family. Like male humans who invest $100
rather than a dime, male seahorses are more selective about the females with which they will
mate, and females in such species may compete with one another for the male’s attentions
(Trivers, 1985).

Thus, parental investment leads to at least two general regularities in animal behavior.
First, there is a direct link between the amount of resources invested by a given sex and that
sex’s selectiveness in choosing mates. Second, to the extent that members of one sex make
investments, and are therefore selective, members of the other sex will compete with one
another, and hence show sexually selected traits. For example, in monogamous species, males
and females tend to be similar in size and appearance. In polygynous species, where one male
mates with several females, males tend to be larger and to possess decorative or defensive fea-
tures, such as peacocks’ feathers or bucks’ antlers. The reason for this is related to the princi-
ples we discussed previously. Males in monogamous species make high investments of effort
and resources in the offspring, often matching those of the females. Males in polygynous
species make less direct investment in any given female or her offspring, and hence are sub-
ject to strong sexual selection pressures, as females pick males with traits suggesting superior
genes. Polygynous males must, therefore, make higher investments in features that females
find attractive.

Because humans are mammals, there is a large initial discrepancy in parental investment.
Consistently, there is abundant data that men given the opportunity are, compared with
women, more likely to accept a low cost sexual opportunity (e.g., Buss & Schmitt, 1993;
Clark & Hatfield, 1989; Kenrick et al., 1990). But unlike 95% of other mammals, human
males often invest heavily in their offspring, with long-term marriage bonds being universal
across human societies (Broude, 1994; Daly & Wilson, 1983). Parental investment theory
would lead to the prediction that males will have minimal criteria for engaging in casual sex-
uval relationships, but will become increasingly selective about partners for long-term rela-
tionships (Kenrick et al., 1990). Consistently, males surveyed about criteria for one-night
stands expressed standards considerably below those of females, and were willing to have sex
with a partner whose intelligence was considerably lower than they would require in a dating
partner. However, males’ minimum standards for marriage partners were much more similar
to those of females (e.g., both sexes insisted on someone considerably above average in intel-
ligence for a spouse).

With regard to criteria such as status and wealth in a mate, however, men’s standards are
still lower than those of women, and for characteristics related to physical attractiveness, men
sometimes have higher standards than women. These differences are consistent with research
and theory on sexual selection, to which we now turn.
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Sexual Selection: Mate Choice, Status, and Attractiveness

Sexual selection was a concept advanced by Charles Darwin to explain the evolution of sex-
based characteristics that did not, at first glance, seem to make sense from the perspective of
natural selection. Traits such as peacock’s feathers seem to directly reduce survival. Large
colorful male animals are likely to die earlier: Their showy displays are not only physiologi-
cally costly to maintain, but are also like neon signs that draw the attention of hungry preda-
tors. If selection favors characteristics well suited to survival, how could such traits have ever
evolved? The answer is that these characteristics helped ancestral animals acquire more mates
than their less colorful or smaller-antlered competitors. The bottom line of selection is not
survival, but reproduction. Traits that predispose an individual to live long without reproduc-
ing do not get replicated. Alternatively, traits that enhance successful mating, even if they
impose a potential survival cost, can be selected if the mating enhancement is enough to
compensate for their costs on longevity.

Sexual selection can be further divided into intrasexual and intersexual selection.
Intrasexual selection refers to competition within one’s own sex for mates, and encompasses
features such as large size or weapons of defense such as large antlers. In many species, phys-
ically dominant males are disproportionately successful in leaving offspring (Hrdy, 1999). In
some species, such as elephant seals, Mirounga angustirostris (Stewart & Huber, 1993), only
the strongest male in a particular group gets to mate at all. Intersexual selection, also known
as mate choice, refers to success in attracting members of the opposite sex.

Darwin believed sexual selection most commonly results from female choice of males.
For example, a female fruit fly chooses her mate by his dancing ability. Dancing ability is a
proxy for overall health and vigor, so those male fruit flies that can’t keep up with her elabo-
rate dance are not chosen as mates. Females’ choices therefore influence not only their own
reproductive success but also the evolution of males (Maynard Smith, 1955).

There is evidence that female choice operated in human evolution. Adult males are about
30% heavier, due in part to larger upper body muscles and in part to longer bodies (males are
about 10% taller). Male and female humans also mature at different rates. Although both
sexes delay maturity for over a decade, males typically reach puberty later than do females,
and continue to grow for several years longer. Knowing nothing else about this species, a
biologist would observe these physical differences as the marks of sexual selection (Geary,
1998). The extent of the discrepancies suggests a species whose ancestors were somewhat
polygynous, and in which males competed with one another for females. However, human
males are not immensely larger than females, as is found in highly polygynous species, like
elephant seals and baboons, where males are several times larger. The degree of difference
instead suggests a species that was only mildly polygynous (Daly & Wilson, 1983).

In species in which males invest in the offspring, male choice may also exert sexual
selection pressures on females. As we noted earlier, men are indeed selective when it comes
to choosing long-term mates. Given that each sex would be expected to choose partners on
characteristics that enhanced reproductive success, some of the selection criteria should be the
same for both sexes. For example, both men and women preferentially choose partners man-
ifesting traits (such as symmetry) that are correlated with “good” genes, often indicating
longevity, reproductive viability, and parasite resistance (Gangestad, 1994; Thornhill &
Gangestad, 1994). However, human males and females contribute different resources to the
offspring, and would be expected to value potential correspondingly different traits. Because
females contribute direct physical resources, carrying the fetus and nursing the offspring,
males would be expected to value characteristics that tend to be correlated with fertility, such
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as health and physical traits typical of women who have reached puberty but not yet borne
children (Cunningham, Druen, & Barbee, 1997; Kenrick & Keefe, 1992; Singh, 1993).
Because males contribute indirect resources, such as material goods and protection, females
would be expected to place more emphasis on characteristics associated with financial suc-
cess and social status (e.g., Sadalla, Kenrick, & Vershure, 1987). Consistent with these expec-
tations, research conducted across different cultures has shown that females place more
importance on the status of a mate while males place more value on a mate’s attractiveness
(Broude, 1994; Buss, 1989; Townsend & Wasserman, 1998). Some of the cues linked to suc-
cessful reproduction are behavioral, and may require inferences about underlying personality
traits, such as fidelity or agreeableness (Kenrick & Trost, 1996).

MIND, LANGUAGE, AND CULTURE

It is a rare social scientist who rejects Darwinian theory as an explanation of whale’s flippers
or bat’s wings, yet many still question its relevance to human social behavior. Some believe
that an evolutionary approach provides an incompatible alternative to the cultural, cognitive,
or learning-based approaches most familiar to social scientists. Others believe that biological
and social approaches are not actually incompatible, but represent different “levels of analy-
sis” which, like a topographical map and a subway map, are appropriately explored inde-
pendently of one another. Still others grant that an evolutionary analysis is relevant and useful
when applied to some “simple behaviors” such as initial attraction and aggression, but fail to
see its relevance to complex group level phenomena such as intergroup stereotyping, social
identity, or culture. In this section, we argue that an evolutionary perspective is neither incom-
patible with, nor independent of, the study of culture, learning, or cognition. Instead, these
perspectives are mutually informative and all essential to a full understanding of the roots of
human social behavior. The characteristics that make humans unique, including the capacity
for language, thought, and the creation of culture, can be fully understood only in light of the
powerful evolutionary forces that shaped human nature. What humans are inclined to learn,
what humans are inclined to think about, and the cultural norms that humans create are all
indirect products of the adaptive pressures that shaped the human mind. In this section, we
first consider the evidence for adaptive biases in learning, then we consider human language
as a model of how genetic and cultural forces mutually construct and constrain one another.
We also consider some ways in which evolutionary analyses may be applied to other group-
level phenomena, including social identity and intergroup relations.

Adaptively Prepared Learning

For decades, social scientists were mired in the nature-nurture controversy, wed to the idea
that “learning” and “instinct” were alternatives—that animals either learned their habitual
behaviors or inherited them in programs written before birth. Researchers in the field of learn-
ing and cognition have, in recent decades, shed these old dichotomous ways of thinking. One
of the most useful constructs to emerge from this controversy is the notion of “prepared-
ness”’—the idea that organisms are often predisposed to learn some associations more easily
than others (e.g., Ohman & Mineka, 2001; Rozin & Kalat, 1971; Seligman & Hager, 1972).
The best-known example comes from research on food aversion. Rats exposed to novel
foods and later made nauseous learn in one trial to avoid those foods in the future
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(Garcia & Koelling, 1966). This aversive learning is difficult to extinguish, and does not fol-
low normal principles of classical conditioning. For example, it does not require multiple tri-
als and it can occur when the novel taste stimulus and the nausea response are separated by
hours (rather than the usual milliseconds required for “normal” classical conditioning).
Furthermore, rats cannot learn to associate nausea to visual stimuli, but only to taste stimuli.
Human beings likewise are subject to one-trial conditioning when novel tastes are followed
by later nausea (Seligman & Hager, 1972). Animals such as rats and humans, who sample
widely from a range of potentially toxic plant substances, are “prepared” to quickly learn
associations between novel tastes and nausea, in order to protect them from eating potentially
poisonous foods more than once.

Ohman and Mineka (2001) review evidence that fear responses involve just such an
innate prepared system. For example, the lower brain centers associated with fear have a pow-
erful directive effect on cortical processing, and are difficult to override consciously (most
people have difficulty picking up a snake, for example, even after they have been convinced
it is non-poisonous). But although some of the triggers for fear responses may be innate
(snakes, wasps, or large spiders), most of them are learned (the face of the neighborhood
bully, or the characteristics of members of “enemy” groups). Importantly, this fear learning is
itself “prepared,” in that it is markedly easier to learn, and harder to extinguish, avoidance
responses to some cues than others (e.g., angry as opposed to happy faces, dogs as opposed
to flowers).

Preparedness applies to more complex forms of learning as well. For example, the
human brain is particularly prepared to learn a spoken language. Infants are born especially
sensitive to human vocal patterns, and predisposed to emit all the phonemes of human lan-
guage. During the first few years of life, despite their generally undeveloped state of cogni-
tive development and lack of formal training in grammar, they learn the local argot to a level
of perfection that will not be possible at any later time in life (Pinker, 1997). Highly intelli-
gent adult Americans who move to Germany still speak the new language with noticeable
imperfections decades later, while their 4-year-old children, barely able to tie their own
shoelaces or learn simple addition and subtraction, manage to converse in complex and fluent
German prose.

As in the case of language, evolution-based sex differences in behavior need not be
“hard-wired” at birth. Instead, the sexes may be simply be “prepared” to have different learn-
ing experiences. For example, simple differences in size, upper body development, and testos-
terone levels, may combine to make aggressiveness more appealing and rewarding for males
than for females. And differences in estrogen and oxytocin levels may combine to make close
social relationships more rewarding for females. Thus, even though some gender differences
in social behavior are found across a wide array of animal species, this does not imply that
they arise “independent” of experience. The sexes may simply enter the world biologically
prepared to experience slightly different events, and the societies constructed by adult mem-
bers of this particular species may further reinforce, channel, and facilitate those differential
learning experiences.

The Construction of Culture

Evolutionary theorists would not deny that humans have complex cultures, and that these vary
from time to time and place to place. Furthermore, some of the variations are the products of
arbitrary historical accident, such as whether one eats with a fork, chopsticks, or one’s left
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hand. However, an evolutionary analysis of culture begins with the assumption that many
important cultural norms are not arbitrary, but products of an interaction between flexible
evolved psychological mechanisms and local ecological conditions. Evolved preferences and
capacities simply influence the menu of likely cultural practices (Fiske, Kitayama, Markus, &
Nisbett, 1998). Language provides a perfect model-—no one argues that there is an evolved
genetic tendency to speak Italian as opposed to Dutch—if two Venetian newlyweds move to
Amsterdam, their children will speak perfect Dutch. Yet, no other species is capable of con-
versing in any human language, and human languages the world over share many features,
such as similar levels of grammatical complexity (Pinker, 1997). Thus, human language is
best understood as an innate predisposition to absorb certain kinds of cultural information.
Without either the innate predisposition or the cultural context, language could not exist.

Part of the evolutionary program has been a search for common features that link human
cultures the world over (Brown, 1991; Rosch, 1973). For example, all human cultures have
systems for reckoning kinship, and norms for differential treatment of individuals according
to kinship status (Daly, Salmon, & Wilson, 1997). All human cultures have long-term marital
bonds between males and females who share parenting responsibilities (Broude, 1994;
Daly & Wilson, 1983). The latter fact is neither necessary nor obvious, in that it does not
apply to 95% of other mammalian species (Geary, 1998). Older men in all human cultures are
attracted to women who are younger than themselves (Harpending, 1992; Kenrick & Keefe,
1992; Otta et al., 1998). Adult males are more likely to kill one another than are aduit females
in all human societies (Daly & Wilson, 1988). Mothers spend much more time in childcare
than do fathers in all human societies (Geary, 1998). All human cultures also have status hier-
archies, divisions between ingroups and outgroups, and many other common features (Brown,
1991). And facial signals that communicate anger and disgust are recognized by people in all
cultures (Ekman & Friesen, 1971).

To point out common cultural features is not to imply that humans construct their cul-
tures robot-like, according to a rigid genetic program. These cultural similarities exist along-
side many cultural variations. Consider the case of the Tiwi. In this aboriginal Australian
group, a young man often marries a much older woman (Hart & Pillig, 1960). Among tradi-
tional Tiwi, all women were required to be married. Widows re-married at their husband’s
gravesites, and infant girls were betrothed at birth. Men were not required to be married, and
because the society was polygynous, many men remained single for a good portion of their
lives. There were two ways for a man to get a wife—to have an older married man betroth his
infant girl to cement an alliance, or to marry an older widow to gain her resources, while
cementing an alliance with her sons. As it turns out, traditional Tiwi men married older
women not because of a reversal of normal attraction preferences, but as a pathway to gain-
ing the younger wives, they found most desirable (Hart & Pillig, 1960). Rather than being
completely arbitrary, Tiwi mating patterns manifest an interplay between general human
mating preferences and a particular social ecology.

Indeed, some of the most interesting questions at the interface of evolutionary biology
and the social sciences involve a search for the precise ecological conditions under which cul-
tural practices will vary. For example, most human marriages are monogamous, although a
majority of cultures permit polygyny (one man and more then one wife), and a few permit
polyandry (one woman and more than one husband). When biologists find variations across
species in behavior, they search for correlations with ecological factors (Alcock, 2001). These
include factors relevant to survival and reproduction, such as the type and spatial distribution
of food resources, population density and distribution (e.g., small groups, large herds, isolated
mating pairs), proximity to kin, and sex ratios of mating age adults. For example, polyandry
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in birds is often found under conditions of extreme resource scarcity, and males who share
a partner are often brothers (Daly & Wilson, 1983). Similarly, one can search across human
cultures for ecological factors associated with variations in cultural practices, sach as marital
arrangements. This search has yielded some interesting regularities (Crook & Crook, 1988).
For example, polyandry, though rare, is associated with conditions of extreme resource
scarcity (as found in the high Himalayas) under which survival rates for children of single
males and their wives are low. In Nepal and a few other places, several brothers often com-
bine their resources and marry a single wife, increasing survival rates for resultant children.
On the other hand, extreme polygyny (harems) is correlated with ecological conditions
including: (1) steep social hierarchy, (2) generally rich environment allowing higher status
families to accumulate vast wealth, (3) occasional famines so lower status families face pos-
sibilities of starvation (Crook & Crook, 1988). Under these circumstances, 2 woman who
absorbs the cost of sharing a wealthy husband reaps a survival insurance policy for herself
and resultant children.

Due to warfare, migration, and random historical and geographic variations, there are
sometimes relatively more available females than males in the pool of eligible mates, or the
converse. Guttentag and Secord (1983) found that a surplus of women (putting men in a “buy-
ers’ market”) is associated with later marriage, more divorce, and permissive sexual norms. A
surplus of men, on the other hand, is associated with male commitment to more stable monog-
amous relationships. Again, variations in ecological circumstances (sex ratios) seem to inter-
act with innate predispositions (sex differences in inclinations toward unrestricted mating) to
result in meaningful patterns at the societal level. By searching for interactions between local
conditions and individual-level predispositions, we may develop a fuller picture of the emer-
gence of cultural practices (Gangestad & Buss, 1994; Kenrick, Li, & Butner, 2003).
Following ecological research in biology and anthropology, it might be profitable to begin the
focus on large-scale factors directly related to survival and reproduction (distribution and
abundance of resources, kin proximity, population density, sex ratios of mature adults in the
local environment, and so on).

Intra- and Intergroup Relationships

Anthropological and archaeological data suggest that the context for human evolution has
always involved small groups of related individuals. Data from historical and modern hunter-
gatherers suggest that these groups were comprised of 20-30 individuals at the lower end, up
to a few hundred individuals in richer environments (Barnard, 1999). While hunter-gatherer
bands might may coalesce into larger groups seasonally, small groups are and were more
often the norm. The typical size for hunter-gatherer bands is about 50-80 people (Maryanski &
Turner, 1992). These bands occupy relatively large and exclusive territories through which
they migrate to exploit resources. Compared with agricultural and industrial societies, life in
hunter-gatherer bands is characterized by relatively less steep social hierarchies (although
mature adults and males tend to hold relatively higher status positions across human soci-
eties). Ties of kinship (whether actual or fictive) are extended to almost all in the local band
(Barnard, 1999; Maryanski & Turner, 1992).

While our human and proto-human ancestors foraged (or at least scavenged) for several
million years, plant cultivation is, in evolutionary perspective, a recent phenomenon, beginning
only about 10,000 years ago (Maryanski & Turner, 1992). Modern, industrial, anonymous soci-
ety represents only a small slice of our evolutionary history. In the ancestral world, an unknown
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individual was a potential enemy——perhaps someone encroaching on our band’s hunting and
gathering territory. Although some traditional groups do establish cordial exchange relation-
ships, trading goods with members of other groups, outsiders may also bring increased threats
of kidnapping, rape, or, homicide (Chagnon, 1988; Radcliffe-Brown, 1913).

The data on hunter-gatherers has led some to suggest that humans are cognitively
inclined to divide other people into “in-group” and “out-group” (Krebs & Denton, 1997,
Wilson, 1978). Because out-group members did not always pose threats, and could sometimes
offer rewards, a simplistic inclination to reject and avoid such individuals under all circum-
stances would have not have been as adaptive as a more flexible response system. Schaller
(2003) and his colleagues have conducted a series of studies suggesting that circumstances
associated with increasing danger in ancestral environments can enhance group stereotypes
associated with threat. For example, Canadian students showed exaggerated perceptions of
the hostility and untrustworthiness of Iragis and African Americans, and less favorable atti-
tudes toward immigration, when rating the out-group members in a darkened room (likely to
have been associated with increased danger in the ancestral environment). Darkness increased
stereotyping only for threat-relevant characteristics (e.g., dangerous), and not for other stereo-
typical traits (e.g., lazy). This research is typical of recent evolutionarily inspired work—
rather than presuming inflexible mechanisms “hard-wired” at birth, this modern work posits
cognitive mechanisms that respond in adaptive and flexible ways to environmental variations
(c.f., Kenrick, 1994; Kenrick, Neuberg, Zierk, & Krones, 1993).

Because in-group members would have been connected by genetic relatedness and long-
term reciprocal exchanges, relationships within groups in traditional human societies would
have been more trusting, and characterized by communal exchange of goods rather than
market-like reciprocal exchange (Fiske, 1992). Evolutionary analyses of social stigmatization
processes have suggested that stigmas often involve threats to group welfare, with particular
distaste for individuals who violate principles of fair sharing or group welfare, such as
cheaters, free riders, sociopaths, and carriers of communicable pathogens (Kurzban & Leary,
2001; Neuberg, Smith, & Asher, 2000). Consistent with this analysis, a series of experiments
by Cosmides and Tooby (1992) suggest that people are especially good at solving otherwise
difficult logical problems if the problems are framed so they involve catching cheaters on
social contracts.

Besides this nascent work on stereotypes and intergroup relations, there have been evolu-
tionary analyses of other topics relevant to group researchers, including cooperation, leadership,
and sexual harassment in organizations (e.g., Brewer, 1997; Caporael & Baron, 1997; Kenrick,
Trost, & Sheets, 1996). Unlike the research on aggression or mating strategies, evolutionary
analyses of group processes have only begun to explore the implications of adaptationist think-
ing, and a great deal more research is required. However, the human mind was designed in the
context of group living, and increased understanding of any cognitive or learning biases that
affect processes within and between groups could have socially important implications.

WHY DON’T SOCIAL SCIENTISTS TAKE
FULLER ADVANTAGE OF MODERN
EVOLUTIONARY THEORY?

An evolutionary approach to social behavior is based on a pair of rather unremarkable prem-
ises. First, animals’ physical and behavioral structures evolved through the process of natural
selection. Second, human behavior can be better understood if the social scientist’s empirical
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and theoretical toolbox included the sorts of functional analyses that have proved so useful in
understanding the social arrangements of ants, bee-eaters, and chimpanzees. Indeed, it would
be quite remarkable if Homo sapiens were the one species to which evolutionary theory
is irrelevant. The evolutionary perspective has already yielded increased understanding of a
number of human behaviors, such as nepotism and gender differences in sexual selectivity,
and we believe many more insights would follow if students were better trained in evolution-
ary principles, and more research efforts were directed toward understanding the interaction
of genes, culture, and cognition. Yet, as we indicated earlier, many social scientists continue
to be reluctant to incorporate evolutionary perspectives into their models (Badcock, 2000;
LoPreato & Crippen, 1999). Lee Ellis (1996) goes so far as to suggest that many social
scientists suffer from “biophobia.”

There are a number of concerns and misconceptions that have kept social scientists from
taking full advantage of an evolutionary perspective, and these have been addressed in great
detail elsewhere (Alcock, 2001; Buss & Kenrick, 1998). In this section, however, we consider
five important concerns about evolutionary theory: that it is reductionistic; that it implies that
evolved mechanisms are unchangeable; that it implies that evolved mechanisms are “natural”
and therefore good or moral; that its hypotheses are untestable; and, that its explanations are
post hoc.

The concerns about reductionism stem from a perception that the aim of evolutionary
analyses is to isolate the particular genes for various social behaviors. This misconception is
perhaps understandable in light of the fact that natural selection indeed operates on genetic
predispositions (Alcock, 2001). One of the most popular books on sociobiology was in fact
titled The Selfish Gene (Dawkins, 1989). While it is true that evolutionary analyses assume
cross-generational transmission of genetically based traits, it does not follow that most evo-
lutionary researchers (1) assume single genes for each and every social behavior, (2) assume
that genes (singly or in combination) do not interact with the environment, or (3) are more
interested in studying genes than in studying the environments within which genetic predis-
positions unfold. By analogy, consider that, although any cognitive psychologist interested in
memory must assume brain cells capable of storing information, most have absolutely no
interest in locating the neurons wherein memories are stored. Most evolutionary researchers
who study behavior are curious about the functional relationships between behaviors and
changes in the environment, and are in fact no more interested in particular genes than cog-
nitive psychologists are interested in particular neurons (c.f., Alcock, 2001). For example, a
researcher interested in sexual selection and its relation to differential parental investment
would examine the correlation between male parental care and female competition over males
(Geary, 1998). A researcher interested in inclusive fitness and prosocial behavior might exam-
ine the correlation between helping in communally nesting birds and the relatedness between
helping providers and recipients (Emlen, Wrege, & DeMong, 1995).

Even Richard Dawkins, author of the Selfish Gene, has been quite explicit in explaining
that single genes do not determine anything except in interaction with other genes and devel-
opmental experience (Dawkins, 1982, 1989). Genes interact with other genes to produce
cells, which interact with other cells to produce organs, which interact with other organs to
produce organisms, which interact with one another to produce emergent socijal structures
such as ant colonies, chimpanzee dominance hierarchies, the Bon Jovi fan club, and the
European Union. We believe that individual social traits can only be fully understood when
considered in light of emergent group phenomena, and that conversely, emergent group phe-
nomena can only be understood in light of the characteristics of the individuals involved.
Indeed, one of us has elsewhere argued for an integration of evolutionary psychology with the



Evolutionary Social Psychology 117

insights and methods of complexity theory, which, as the study of emergent phenomena, is
anything but reductionist (Kenrick et al., 2003).

Related to the concern about genetic reductionism is the assumption that to admit a
behavior is linked to evolved mechanisms is to say it is unchangeable. But as we discussed,
the model of psychological mechanisms held by evolutionary psychologists and biologists is
not one of determinism, but rather of “if-then” decision-rules that are inherently flexible and
dynamically linked to the environment (Alcock, 2001; Kenrick, 1995; Kenrick et al., 2003).
As discussed earlier, evolved fear responses and poison-avoidance mechanisms are charac-
terized not by inflexibility, but by especially rapid learning (Garcia & Koelling, 1966;
Ohman & Mineka, 2001).

Perhaps stemming from this concern about inflexible genes is the naturalistic fallacy—
the error of jumping from what is to what ought to be. But a moments’ reflection refutes that
line of reasoning. For example, natural selection has led to viruses that destroy their host’s
immune systems and to insects whose offspring, after hatching from eggs laid inside para-
lyzed prey, eat their way out. Biologists indeed view such behaviors as products of natural
selection, but certainly do not claim they are therefore “good.” Likewise, to say that past evo-
lutionary pressures contributed to the tendency for humans to be xenophobic, or for males to
be relatively more violent than females, is not to imply that prejudice or male violence should
be encouraged. To understand the roots of a behavior is not to condone it, but to be in a bet-
ter position to intervene. An excellent example comes from research on PKU, a disease in
which a genetic predisposition leads to an inability to metabolize certain proteins present in
milk, and consequent mental retardation. Understanding these links led not to passive accept-
ance, but to a simple intervention—removing milk from these childrens’ diets effectively
prevents retardation (Alcock, 2001).

One application of the naturalistic fallacy is the belief that evolutionary explanations of
sex differences are sanctions for a social system in which women are oppressed. Besides the
fact that such a belief confuses causal explanation with prescription, the sexism accusation
is worth re-examining for other reasons (Gowaty, 1997; Kenrick, Trost, & Sheets, 1996).
Indeed, according to most evolutionary models, many gender differences in behavior and
morphology are driven by female choice—selective females choose amongst males, who
compete amongst themselves for the attentions of those selective females. Studies of other
primates, for example, suggest that females have at least as much power as males in making
reproductive decisions, and in influencing the course of evolutionary history (Hrdy, 1999;
Small, 1993). As compared to a view of females as helpless pawns of norms created by pow-
erful males, the evolutionary model may be, contrary to popular opinion, more flattering to
both sexes.

Another concern is that evolutionary hypotheses are not falsifiable. Part of the concern
here can be clarified by considering the distinction between research predictions and the
underlying theoretical assumptions on which they are based (Alcock, 2001; Buss, 1999;
Schaller & Conway, 2000). For example, based upon evolutionary assumptions regarding an
association between parental investment and selectiveness in choosing mates, one of us pre-
dicted that men and women would differ greatly in their standards for short-term sexual part-
ners (where the two sexes differ greatly in expected parental investment), but would become
increasingly similar in their standards for long-term relationship partners (where the two
sexes differ less in expected parental investment) (Kenrick et al., 1990, 1993). That research
prediction could very easily have been disproved. The fact that the data were consistent with
the hypotheses, on the other hand, does not prove every step in the underlying logic. Perhaps
the observed sex difference was due to sex-role socialization processes unique to the Western
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society in which the data were collected, for example. To address that alternative possibility,
cross-cultural data would be necessary (see Kenrick & Keefe, 1992, for an example of this
approach). However, even cross-cultural data do not definitively prove or disprove broad
underlying theoretical assumptions. Broad theoretical notions, such as differential parental
investment, generate diverse predictions and rest upon nomological networks of different
sources of data (such as developmental findings, physiological research, and cross-species
comparisons of species in which males and females vary in their relative amounts of parental
investment, Geary, 1998). Those broad assumptive networks ultimately stand or fall to the
extent that scientists find them useful for generating new predictions, parsimonious in
integrating existing findings, and so on (Ketelaar & Ellis, 2000).

A related and final concern is that evolutionary hypotheses are simply post-hoc re-
explanations of obvious social phenomena (such as sex differences in mate preferences). But
evolutionary models have in fact been useful in leading researchers to look beyond the obvi-
ous. Consider one supposedly well-known sex difference—females generally marry relatively
older males; males generally marry relatively younger females. Evolutionary theorists
explained this apparent discrepancy in terms of a sex difference for desired commodities in
partners. Because ancestral females contributed bodily resources to their offspring, and males
contributed indirect resources, females were selected to value male partners for their
resources, which generally increase with age; males were selected to value females for fertil-
ity, which generally decreases with age (Symons, 1979). A reasonable alternative explanation
is that such sex differences result from cultural norms—men prefer younger women because
they should prefer younger and less powerful mates (e.g., Deutsch, Zalenski, & Clark, 1986).
If children could be socialized to follow such a seemingly obvious norm, why posit evolu-
tionary explanations that assume pressures from a past that we cannot directly observe? Part
of the answer is that an evolutionary life-history perspective leads to novel predictions
(Kenrick & Keefe, 1992). For example, that model assumes that age-linked changes in mate
choice will be the same across cultures, because females in all cultures bear the children and
go through an age-linked decline in fertility (terminating in menopause), whereas males in all
cultures contribute indirect resources, which tend to increase with age. Another differential
prediction from an evolutionary perspective is that males will change their age preferences as
they age; with the preference for relatively younger females pronounced only amongst older
males (for teenage males, older females are more fertile). Because younger males tend to
be more attuned to sex-role norms (Deutsch et al., 1986), the evolutionary prediction that
younger males will show less of the “sex-typed” preference for younger (and less powerful)
partners is at odds with a perspective focusing on sex-role socialization in our culture. Across
a number of societies, these evolutionary predictions were corroborated—males’ tendency to
prefer younger females becomes more pronounced with age (Kenrick & Keefe, 1992), and
teenage males are strongly attracted to females above their own age (Kenrick et al., 1996).
Thus, the presumed common knowledge of normative sex differences in age preference was
erroneous, and an evolutionary perspective led to a better understanding of the phenomenon.

CONCLUSION

We have argued that the evolutionary perspective to social psychology is not untestable, not
reductionist, not a theory about rigid genetic determinism, not a justification for the status
quo, and not incompatible with sociocultural or cognitive analyses. What it is, instead, is a set
of ideas that have proved quite useful in generating novel hypotheses, and parsimoniously
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connecting findings from very different domains ranging from mate choice and family rela-
tionships to aggression and intergroup relations. Adopting an evolutionary perspective can
help us appreciate not only the common threads that bind the people in our culture to those
in other cultures, but also, beyond that, to the other species with which we share the earth.
Taking this broad perspective, however, also makes us aware of the vast reaches of our own
ignorance. As yet, we know very little about how evolved psychological mechanisms inside
individuals develop, or how they influence, and are influenced by, the complex cultures that
humans construct. Bringing light to these questions will require a fuller integration of all the
different theoretical perspectives on human social behavior.
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CHAPTER 6

Development and Socialization
in Childhood

WiLLIAM A. CORSARO
LAURA FINGERSON

In recent years, we have seen important changes in the conceptualization of early child devel-
opment and socialization in psychology, sociology, and anthropology. In general, these
changes involve more of a focus on children’s agency in the socialization process, more con-
cern for the importance of social context, and agreement that children’s experiences beyond
their early years in the family (especially their interactions and experiences with peers) are in
need of more careful theoretical development and empirical research. Also, at least in sociol-
ogy and anthropology, there is a recognition that children both affect and are affected by soci-
ety and culture. This recognition has led to more appreciation of the creativity and autonomy
of children’s peer cultures and to the awareness that the quality of children’s lives, even in their
first years, is enriched or constrained by power relations, and social and economic policies.
In this chapter we begin by differentiating various approaches within and across disci-
plines in terms of their emphasis on individual as opposed to collective aspects of human
development. Here we stress that the theories, which focus on individual human development
can complement sociological theories of the collective development of humans. We believe,
however, that sociology must continue the recent attempt to build a new sociology of child-
hood and children that sees interaction in social context and groups or cohorts of children as
the basic units of analysis. We then expand on this point by an examination of a variety of
methods currently employed to study children’s lives. After these discussions we turn to the

Wiriam A. CorsarO ¢ Department of Sociology, Indiana University, Ballantine Hall 744, 1020 E. Kirkwood
Avenue, Bloomington, IN 47405 LAURA FINGERSON ¢ Department of Sociology, University of Wisconsin-
Milwaukee, P.O. Box 413, Milwaukee, Wisconsin 53201

Handbook of Social Psychology, edited by John Delamater. Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, New York, 2003.

125



126 William A. Corsaro and Laura Fingerson

major section of our chapter, which reviews and evaluates research on children’s everyday
experiences in the family, school, peer cultures, and broader society. We conclude the chapter
with a brief discussion about the future of childhood and childhood research.

PSYCHOLOGICAL THEORIES OF
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT

Theories of human development in psychology are primarily concerned with intraindividual
change—the individual child’s acquisition of skills and knowledge and general adaptation to
the environment. However, psychological theories vary regarding: (1) their perception of indi-
viduals as active or passive; (2) the importance they place on biological factors, the social
environment, and social interaction; and (3) their conception of the nature of development or
change. Here we consider three recent theoretical approaches that have important implica-
tions for sociological approaches to childhood socialization.

Cognitive Developmental Theory

Recent work in cognitive developmental theory centers around refinements and extensions of
Piagetian (1950) theory, which advocates a more active view of the child. Several theorists
argue that early interpretations of Piaget’s work concentrate on the details of stages in cogni-
tive development at the expense of an understanding of the theory they were intended to illus-
trate. Tesson and Youniss (1995) argue that Piaget did not place great importance on the
stages, and in his later work investigated the interrelationship between the logical and the
social qualities of thinking. Expanding on this later work, they argue that Piagetian operations
enable children to make sense of the world as a set of possibilities for action and thereby they
can build a framework within which these possibilities may be envisioned (Tesson & Youniss,
1995). Thus, Piaget attributes agency to children and further argues that children’s symmetrical
relations with each other were more conducive to the development of operations than the
authoritative relations with adults, which primarily involved unilateral constraint. Tesson and
Youniss (1995) then link this aspect of Piaget’s thinking to social theorists such as Giddens
in that Piaget sees structure as dynamic and mobile, not simply as constraining.

Systems Theories of Human Development

Lerner (1998) argues that mechanistic and atomistic views of the past have been replaced by
dynamic models that stress the synthesis of multiple levels of analysis. An excellent recent
example of dynamic systems theory can be seen in the work of Thelen and Smith. Thelen and
Smith criticize studies of human development, which strive to discover invariants, that is, pro-
grams, stages, structures, representations, schemas, and so forth that underlie performance
at different ages. They argue that this approach uses the metaphor of a machine and that
“knowledge is like the unchanging ‘innards’ of the machine, and performance subserves the
more permanent structure” (Thelen & Smith, 1998, p. 568).

Thelen and Smith offer instead the image of a mountain stream to capture the nature of
development. They note that there are patterns in a fast-moving mountain stream with water
flowing smoothly in some places, but nearby there may be a small whirlpool or turbulent
eddy while in other parts of the stream there may be waves or spray. These patterns may occur
for hours or even days, but after a storm or a long dry spell, new patterns may émerge. The
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mountain stream metaphor captures development as something formed or constructed by its
own history and system-wide activity (Thelen & Smith, 1998). Here we get a direct focus on
processes while outcomes are important primarily as part of further developing processes.
The key strength of Thelen and Smith’s systems approach is that it captures the complexity
of real-life human behavior in physical, social, and cultural time and context. In this way, it
is similar sociocultural approaches to human development to which we now turn.

Sociocultural Theories

Sociocultural theorists refine and extend central concepts in the work of the Russian psy-
chologist Lev Vygotsky (Rogoff, 1990; Wertsch, 1998). Two of Vygotsky’s concepts are of
key importance: “semiotically mediated activity” and “the zone of proximal development.”
According to Vygotsky, human activity is inherently mediational in that it is carried on with
language and other cultural tools. A significant proportion of children’s everyday mediated
activities take place in the zone of proximal development: “the distance between the actual
developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential
development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration
with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). Rogoff, Mosier, Mistry, and Goncii (1989)
argue that interactions in the zone of proximal development and culture enable children to
participate in activities that would be beyond their own capabilities by using cultural tools that
themselves must be adapted to the specific activity at hand. Thus, the model of development
is one in which children gradually appropriate the adult world through the communal
processes of sharing and creating culture with adults and each other.

The sociocultural work of Rogoff and her colleagues is much in line with the systems
theory of Thelen and Smith in developmental psychology and the interpretive approach to
socialization in sociology, we will discuss below. Rogoff (1996) argues that changes or tran-
sitions in children’s lives can be best examined by asking how children’s involvements in the
activities of their community change, rather than focusing on change as resulting from indi-
vidual activity. To capture the nature of children’s involvements or changing participation in
sociocultural activities, Rogoff suggests that they be studied on three different planes of
analysis: the community, the interpersonal, and the individual. Rogoff notes, however, that
these processes cannot be analyzed as separate planes of analysis, but rather that all must be
studied together with shifting foci (from background to foreground) through a community,
interpersonal, or individual analytic lens (Rogoff, 1996). In line with this view of change
Rogoff introduces the notion of “participatory appropriation” by which she means that “any
event in the present is an extension of previous events and is directed toward goals that have
not yet been accomplished” (Rogoff, 1995, p. 155). Thus, previous experiences in collec-
tively produced and shared activities are not merely stored in memory as schema, plans,
goals, and so forth and called up in the present, rather the individual’s previous participation
contributes to and prepares or primes the event at hand by having prepared it.

SOCIOLOGICAL THEORIES OF SOCIALIZATION
AND THE SOCIOLOGY OF CHILDHOOD

When discussing human development, sociologists normally use the term socialization. Their
definitions of socialization stress the ways in which the individual learns to fit into society.
However, in recent years there has been a movement to refine or even replace the term
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“gocialization” in sociology because it has an individualistic and forward-looking connotation
that is inescapable (Corsaro, 1997; James, Jenks, & Prout, 1998; Qvortrup, 1991; Thorne,
1993). These authors offer instead interpretive-reproductive theories that present a new soci-
ology of children and childhood where children’s own cultures are the focus of research, not
the adults they will become. In this section we trace the development of these new approaches
as refinements of earlier theoretical work on socialization in sociology,

Macrolevel Approaches to Socialization

Inkeles (1986) argues that socialization is a functional requisite of society and that the over-
whelming majority of other requisites (e.g., role differentiation and assignment, shared
cognitive orientations) are dependent on adequate socialization. The major spokesperson of
this functionalist perspective, Talcott Parsons, envisioned society as an intricate network of
interdependent and interpenetrating roles and consensual values (Parsons & Bales, 1955). The
entry of the child into the system is problematic because although she has the potential to be
useful to the continued functioning of the system, she is also a threat until she is socialized.
Parsons likened the child to “a pebble ‘thrown’ by the fact of birth into the social ‘pond’ ”
(Parsons & Bales, 1955, pp. 36-37). The initial point of entry—the family—feels the first
effects of this “pebble,” and as the child matures the effects are seen as a succession of widening
waves that radiate to other parts of the system. In a cyclical process of dealing with problems
and through formal training to follow social norms, the child eventually internalizes the social
system (Parsons & Bales, 1955).

Functionalist theorists are criticized for their overconcentration on outcomes of social-
ization, deterministic views of society, and underestimation of the agency of social actors. A
recent and innovative macro, or structural, perspective of childhood can be seen in the work
Qvortrup (1991, 1994) whose approach is based on three central assumptions: (1) childhood
constitutes a particular structural form; (2) childhood is exposed to the same societal forces
as adulthood; and (3) children are themselves co-constructors of childhood and society. By
childhood as a social form, Qvortrup means it is a category or a part of society like social
class, gender, and age groups. In this sense children are incumbents of their childhoods.
Because childhood is interrelated with other structural categories, the structural arrangements
of these categories and changes in these arrangements affect the nature of childhood. In mod-
ern societies, for example, changes in social structural arrangements of categories like gen-
der, work, family, and social class have resulted in many mothers working outside the home
and their children both taking on more household work and also spending more of their time
in institutional settings, such as day care centers and after school programs, that did not exist
in the past (Qvortrup, 1994). Finally, while acknowledging the historical trend of an increas-
ing sentimentalism and overprotectiveness of children as noted by Zelizer (1985) and others,
Qvortrup challenges the accompanying claim that children have moved from being useful to
useless. On the contrary, children have always been useful and it is instead the nature of their
contributions to society that have changed (Qvortrup, 1991). For example, children’s school-
ing is not a break from the past when children worked on farms, in factories, and on the street,
but it is a continuation of children’s work in that it is an investment in the future economic
health of any modern society (Qvortrup, 1994).

At a more intermediate level, analysis of socialization processes can be seen in work on
social structure and personality, and the life course. This work often escapes the deterministic

nature of traditional macro theories by documenting how specific features of social structure
|
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affect interaction in various contexts of socialization (Elkin & Handel, 1989; Gecas, 1981;
Elder, 1994, 1998). For example, Elder (1994) argues that transitions in the life course are
always embedded in trajectories that give them a distinct form and meaning. The life course
approach, thus, overcomes the static nature of cross-sectional studies and captures the
complexity of socialization across generations and key historical periods.

To date, work on the life course seldom addresses the life transitions of young children.
One reason for this neglect may be, as Elder suggests, the loss of interest in childhood social-
ization in sociology. However, Elder refers to the limits of traditional neo-behavioristic and
psychoanalytic views of socialization, which stress the importance of experiences in early
childhood for adult personality and social life. As we shall see shortly, interpretive approaches
to socialization, especially their focus on children’s life transitions, offer opportunities for
fruitful cross-fertilization between the two approaches.

Interactionist Approaches to Socialization

Interactionist approaches stem primarily from the social philosophy of G. H. Mead (1934).
Mead saw the genesis of self-consciousness as starting with the child’s attempts to step
outside him or herself by imitating others, and reaching completion when the child, through
participation in games with rules, acquires the ability to take on the organized social attitudes
of the group. However, in Mead’s stages in the genesis of self, children acquire more than a
sense of self, they also appropriate conceptions of social structure and acquire a collective
identity.

Surprisingly there has been little research by symbolic interactionists on early socializa-
tion. In one exception, Denzin (1977) studied early childhood and argued that socialization
“from the standpoint of symbolic interactionism, represents a fluid, shifting relationship
between persons attempting to fit their lines of action together into some workable, interac-
tive relationship” (1977, p. 2). From this perspective, Denzin studied the worlds of childhood
in the preschool and family. However, there has been no real research tradition or theoretical
innovation on children and childhood from Denzin’s work.

Other symbolic interactionists have been more persistent in the theoretical and empiri-
cal work on young children and preadolescents. Spencer Cahill, Gary Fine, and Patricia and
Peter Adler, for example, carried out a number of studies on children and preadolescents,
which we discuss below.

Interpretive Approaches to Children’s Socialization
and the New Sociology of Childhood

Interpretive theorists view socialization as not only a matter of adaptation and internalization,
but also a process of appropriation, reinvention, and reproduction. Central to this view and
a new sociology of childhood is the appreciation of the importance of collective, communal
activity—how children negotiate, share, and create culture with adults and each other
(Corsaro, 1992, 1997; James et al., 1998).

In line with these assumptions regarding interpretive collective activity, Corsaro (1997)
offers the notion of interpretive reproduction. The term “interpretive” captures innovative and
creative aspects of children’s participation in society. Children produce and participate in their
own unique peer cultures by creatively appropriating information from the adult world to
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address their own peer concerns. The term “reproductive” captures the idea that children do
not simply internalize society and culture, but also actively contribute to cultural production
and change. The term also implies that children are, by their very participation in society,
constrained by the existing social structure and by social reproduction.

Children’s participation in cultural routines is a central element of the interpretive
approach. Routines are recurrent and predictable activities that are basic to day-to-day social
life. The habitual, taken-for-granted character of routines provides actors with the security
and shared understanding of belonging to a cultural group (Giddens, 1984). On the other
hand, this very predictability empowers routines, providing frames with which a wide range
of cultural knowledge and skills can be produced, displayed, and interpreted (Goffman,
1974). Interpretive reproduction views children’s evolving membership in their culture as
reproductive rather than linear. According to the reproductive view, children strive to interpret
or make sense of the adult culture, and in the process they come to produce their own peer
cultures (Corsaro, 1997; Corsaro & Eder, 1990). Appropriation of aspects of the adult world
is creative in that it both extends or elaborates peer culture (transforms information from the
adult world to meet the concerns of the peer world) and simultaneously contributes to the
reproduction of the adult culture (Corsaro, 1997; Qvortrup, 1991).

This process of creative appropriation is in line with Giddens’ notion of the duality of
social structure, in that “the structural properties of social systems are both medium and out-
come of the practices they recursively organize” (Giddens, 1984, p. 25). We can see that the
notion of interpretive reproduction and the stress on children’s agency is much in line with
the Tesson and Youniss’s (1995) reconceptualization of Piagetian theory, Thelen and Smith’s
(1998) system approach, and sociocultural theory. Further, James et al. (1998) argue that mak-
ing connections between interpretive views of socialization to broader theoretical views in
sociology in the work of Giddens and others will give childhood a social status in its own
right, with its own agendas. Without this connection to general sociological theory, they
argue, childhood will “be condemned to remain, as in the past, simply an epiphenomenon of
adult society and concern” (James et al., 1998, p. 197). It is with these goals and the devel-
opment of an extensive body of empirical research (which we discuss below) that the new
sociology of childhood will become entrenched as a key area in the social sciences.

CONVERGENCE IN THEORIES OF
HUMAN DEVELOPMENT AND CHILDHOOD
SOCIALIZATION

Our review of psychological and sociological theories of human development reveals several
important trends. First, in recent theories children are seen as active agents who are influenced
by and influence others. The trend is seen in the theoretical approaches of sociocultural,
systems, life course, and interpretive theories. This active view of children can also be seen
in the refinement and expansion of more traditional orientations (cognitive developmental,
reproductive, and interactionist). Second, there has been growing appreciation of the fact that
development is a lifelong process. Here systems and life course theorists go beyond the
identification of the form and function of developmental changes over the life course. These
theorists challenge end-stage models by stressing the importance of interindividual variabil-
ity and plasticity. Similarly, interpretive reproduction argues that collective social processes
among peers (over the full life course including early childhood) is essential for the develop-
ment of humans and social reproduction. Third, there is an increasing recognition of the



Development and Socialization in Childhood 131

importance, of context (physical, societal, and sociocultural) for human development. In
psychology, context at different levels is central to systems theories and sociocultural theory.
These theories call for a movement away from searching for underlying competencies or
causes of human development (at the genetic or cognitive level) and stress the importance of
direct studies of developmental processes over time and space to identify how developmental
processes are constructed by their own history and system-wide activity. In sociology, there
has long been an emphasis on the effects of social structure and historical context on devel-
opmental outcomes as seen in the work on social structure and personality and life course
theory. Interpretive theory refines these views by arguing that children live their lives and
contribute to social reproduction in the present, while at the same time acquiring cultural
knowledge and skills that prepare them for the future.

METHODS IN RESEARCHING
CHILDREN’S LIVES

What are some of the special issues in doing social psychological research with children? Some
investigators argue that children themselves are not unique in comparison with adults, rather,
methods studying any group should include a rigorous application of techniques applied to that
group with special attention to the group’s specific needs and particularities (Christensen &
James, 2000). They make the point that children are a diverse group and any method should be
examined in the context of that diversity, not, as is frequently done, only by age.

A key methodological issue is conducting research with children, rather than on them
(O’Kane, 2000). This position stresses the importance of hearing children’s own voices
and recognizing that they are the most knowledgeable and most experienced in their own
lives. In order to respect the rights of children and include them as active participants in
the research, Roberts (2000) outlines ten questions investigators should ask. These include
institutional review board issues of consent, confidentiality, privacy, benefits, and selec-
tion as well as broader ethical issues such as ensuring that research funding comes from
pro-child organizations, including children in the design and implementation of the
research, and working for a positive impact of the results on children’s lives. In this review
we concentrate on methods most used in social psychological studies of children’s devel-
opment: ethnographies, interviews, surveys and demographic methods, and nontraditional
methods.

Ethnography

Ethnography is an especially good method for studying young children because many
features of their interactions and cultures are produced and shared in the present and cannot
easily be obtained by way of interviews or surveys. Three central features of ethnography
with young children are that it be sustained and engaged, microscopic and holistic, and
flexible and self-corrective (Gaskins, Miller, & Corsaro, 1996). Ethnography usually involves
prolonged fieldwork in which the researcher gains access to a group and carries out intensive
observation for a period of months or years. The value of prolonged observation is that the
ethnographer discovers what daily life is like for members of the group—their physical and
institutional settings, their daily routines, their beliefs and values, and the linguistic and other
semiotic systems that mediate all these contexts and activities.
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In his work on peer culture, Corsaro conducted six intensive studies of peer interaction and
culture over the course of an academic year in preschool settings in the United States and Italy.
In several of these projects, he returned for shorter periods to observe some members of the
children’s groups who spent successive years in the preschool and in others he continued ethno-
graphic observation as children made the transition from preschool to elementary school and
throughout elementary school (Corsaro, 1985, 1993; Corsaro & Molinari, 2000a,b). The sus-
tained nature of these and other ethnographic studies of young children (Evaldsson, 1993;
Goodwin, 1990; Thorne, 1993) documents crucial changes and transitions in children’s lives,
which is essential for understanding socialization as a process of production and reproduction.

To ensure that ethnographic interpretations are culturally valid, they must be grounded in
an accumulation of the specifics of everyday life. But simply describing what is seen and heard
is not enough, as ethnographers must engage in a process of “thick description” (Geertz, 1973).
This mode of interpretation goes beyond the microscopic examination of actions to their con-
textualization in a more holistic sense, to capture successfully actions and events, as they are
understood by the actors themselves. For example, Corsaro documents through observation
and audiovisual records that preschoolers often resist the access of peers into established play
routines. At the level of thin description (and from an adult perspective), this behavior is seen
as a refusal to share. However, given features of preschool settings, Corsaro interprets this
behavior as the “protection of interactive space” and argues that it was not that children did not
want to share. Instead, they wanted to keep sharing the fragile play activities that they knew
from experience were often easily disrupted by the entry of others (Corsaro, 1997).

It is the essence of ethnography that it is a feedback method in which initial questions
may change during the course of inquiry. This flexibility in inquiry is accompanied by self-
correction when the ethnographer searches for additional support for emerging hypotheses,
including negative cases, which can lead to refinements and expansion of initial interpreta-
tions. It is this feature of ethnography that fits with our earlier discussion of research with
rather than on children. Over the course of research, children, like adult ethnographic inform-
ants, come to reflect on the nature of the ethnography and its place in their lives. For exam-
ple, in Corsaro’s (Corsaro & Molinari, 2000b) work with Italian preschoolers, the children
often wanted to display their art and literacy skills by drawing and printing in his notebook.
Given Corsaro’s interest in literacy in the children’s preparation for and transition to first
grade, the children were in fact inscribing Corsaro’s field notes directly.

Individual and Group Interviewing

Ethnography explores how children act; their everyday play and talk. Interviews allow
researchers access to how children perceive their actions and their worlds. Eder and Fingerson
(2002) contend that using individual and group interviews with children is one of the strongest
methods of exploring children’s own interpretations of their lives. Using interviews, Eder and
Fingerson further argue, researchers can study topics in children’s lives that are highly salient,
yet are not discussed in everyday interactions, such as divorce, family relationships, violence,
or other sensitive issues. However, researchers must be aware that, as with any other research
method, the power imbalance between the researcher and respondent is heightened because of
the age and status difference. Ways of reducing this power difference include group interviewing,
creating a natural context, using multiple methods, and engaging in reciprocity.

For example, Mayall (2000) uses the “research conversation” to learn about children’s
health and health care. She engaged small groups of 5-9-year-old children in conversations
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during the children’s everyday school activities. The children were thus comfortable in their
familiar setting and were engaging in discussions similar to their own conversations Mayall
heard in the school’s classrooms and corridors. The children were responsible for the agenda
and controlled the pace and direction of the conversation. In this way, Mayall was able to
understand the issues important to the children, rather than the children responding to ques-
tions based on what was important to Mayall.

In L. Davies’s (1983) research on children’s understandings of gender, she held “study
groups” of fifth and sixth graders. The groups met once per week for l% hr for over
12 months. Activities included discussion, sharing photos of family, taking pictures with
disposable cameras, making collages, reading traditional and feminist stories, and writing
stories and antobiographies. Through this wide variety of activity, the children explored their
discourses of gender from multiple angles.

Methods of sociolinguistics analysis are ideally suited for interview and ethnographic
data as they explore children’s structures of talk and how this talk shapes and is shaped by
their social interactions. Sociolinguistics is based on tenets of symbolic interactionism in that
it is through interaction that we learn to understand and interpret our social worlds. Several
researchers of children have used sociolinguistic methods effectively to explore how children
use talk to define and interpret their worlds such as James’s (1995) empirically based link
between identity, social class, and language, Greenwood’s (1998) analysis of preadolescents’
dinner table conversations, and Hoyle’s (1998) exploration of register and footing in children’s
imaginary role play.

Surveys and Demographic Research

Much social psychological research on children focuses on ethnography, participant observa-
tion, and interviewing. However, there are also important surveys and demographic studies
of children. In detailed reviews of the methodological and empirical literature, Scott (1997,
2000) outlines the benefits of using children in quantitative research and cites several research
studies using such methods. Scott finds that children, even younger children, are good ques-
tionnaire respondents if they are asked about events that are meaningful in their lives.
Children can be willing and able to answer questions about their experiences if the response
alternatives are appropriate and ordered well. Additionally, children are motivated to give
truthful and careful answers if there is a good relationship between the interviewer and child
and if the child feels secure in the confidentiality of the responses.

Specific issues that need to be addressed, however, include language use, literacy, and
cognitive development. Pretests of the survey instrument are particularly important in
research on children to ensure that the children’s understanding of a question is the same as
the researcher intended. One way of developing good instruments is through the use of focus
group interviewing to elicit children’s ideas, language, and uncover what is most salient to
them. Scott (2000) argues that until recently, children have been neglected from survey
research and instead, their parents or teachers have responded for them. This not only elimi-
nates the children’s own voices but also gives researchers false data as adult respondents do
not always give the same responses their children would.

Children from age 11 and up are particularly able to respond to standardized question-
naire instruments (Scott, 2000). Scott lists several successful surveys interviewing children in
Britain. Included in the methods of data collection are a Walkman tape self-administered
questionnaire (ages 11-15), face-to-face interviews (ages 12-19), diaries (ages 9-15), and
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self-completion written interviews (school-age children). She also finds that telephone inter-
viewing is effective with children ages 11 and older and has high hopes for Computer Assisted
Personal Interviewing (CAPI) for even younger respondents. CAPI, in particular, can incor-
porate both visual and audio stimuli that decrease the need to rely only on verbal or written
questions and answers.

Demographic studies relying on census data have been essential in documenting changes
in family structure and children’s lives. The work of Hernandez (1995), in particular, has
been important in the United States because he uses the child (rather than the family) as
the unit of analysis to describe profound changes in families and childhood over the last
150 years. In addition, several authors have worked with large-scale survey data sets involving
the direct participation of children [the 1997 Child Development Supplement (CDS) of the
Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) which is a 30-year longitudinal survey of men,
women, and the families in which they reside (see Hofferth and Sandberg, 2001)] or reports by
parents and other caretakers about the quality of life of children in the United States (the PSID,
National Child Care Survey 1990 and the Profile of Child Care Settings in 1989-1990, see
Hofferth, 1995). The collection and analysis of large-scale survey data sets and census data
both in the United States and in other countries are essential to gauge the effects of globaliza-
tion on children’s lives, welfare, and social trajectories to adulthood.

Nontraditional Methods in Studying Children

Williams and Bendelow (1998) find that although research data can be gathered from tradi-
tional methods, such as ethnography and surveys, there is a need in childhood research to
develop and practice “child-centered” methods in order to encourage children to present their
own images and representations of their lives.

Several researchers, including Williams and Bendelow, use drawing to elicit stories and
understandings of children’s everyday lives. For example, Holmes (1995) asked children to
draw self-portraits while telling her about what they were drawing to understand how kinder-
gartners construct race and ethnicity. She argues that through drawing, children can express
themselves on subjects and ideas they have difficulty conveying verbally to adults, such as
complex notions of race. Christensen and James (2000a) use drawing to explore similarities
and differences in 10-year-olds’ daily experiences and organization of their time. The children
were given a piece of paper inscribed with a large circle titled, “My Week.” Then, they were
asked to divide the circle to represent their weekly activities and how much time they spent
in each activity. They were given complete freedom to fill in the circle however they felt best
represented their experiences. During the activity, which was completed in small groups, the
researchers were both present and had a tape recorder running. Christensen and James thus
collected a wide variety of data that was meaningful to each child, both on the paper draw-
ings and in their dialogue about the process of doing the activity.

Children can also be used as research assistants and informants, helping the adult inves-
tigator with interviews, understanding children’s local culture, and analyzing the data. Thus,
the children become co-producers of the data and findings. Alderson (2000) argues that in
research, children are an underestimated and underused resource. Our understandings of chil-
dren’s lives can be significantly enhanced as children know their own cultures, views, and
experiences better than adult researcher. Adults not only have their outsider status to over-
come in understanding children’s worlds, but also their inherent power difference (Eder &
Fingerson, 2002). Children-as-researchers can gain access to respondents unavailable or
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unknown to adults, they become more involved and invested in the quality of the data being
gathered, and can serve as validity-checkers to adults’ interpretations and findings. The child-
researchers themselves can gain more skills and confidence as a result of the collaboration.

For example, in her empirical work, Alderson (2000) explores children’s everyday proj-
ects that they do in school as sources of data, such as a project where 9-11-year-olds ran small
group brainstorming sessions to design a pond for their school playground. In her ethnogra-
phy of Black males’ experiences in elementary school, Ferguson (2000) uses Horace, age 12,
as a research assistant. Horace both helps Ferguson understand aspects of the boys’ cultures,
music, and worlds that were otherwise inaccessible to her and he helps her design the topics
for her interviews with other boys. As an insider, Horace knew about aspects of his culture
that were most salient to him and his peers. Similarly, in his study of street children in Brazil,
Hecht (1998) uses children as interviewers. He found they asked questions he would not have
thought about and received responses that he would not have been able to elicit as an
adult and an outsider. The child-interviewers had a deep understanding of street life and could
connect with other street children on a level inaccessible to Hecht.

Traditional ethnographers attempt to become a member of children’s peer cultures.
However, some researchers use their own children as research participants thereby blending the
parent and researcher roles (which can lead to role conflict). Greenwood (1998) set up tape
recorders in her home for one year to record her three children and their guests. She contends
that one of the benefits of such recording is that there were no adults in the room and the
recorder was out of sight of the children. Thus, she feels she was able to gather more “natural”
interaction data than with other methods. Hoyle (1998) also uses her own children to gather
sociolinguistic data as she analyzed the play of her son and his two friends in her home.

Adler and Adler (1998) call this practice “PAR,” or “parents as researchers” and use this
method as the basis of their research on preadolescent culture and identity. They argue that there
are three primary benefits to such research. First, parents can gain access to children’s worlds
through their own children, who thereby act as informants. Second, the role of “parents” is an
existing social role with which children are already very familiar. In other research settings, such
as ethnography in a classroom, researchers must spend time explaining their unique role as not
a teacher, but clearly not a child. Third, parents have easy access to a variety of children’s set-
tings in their recreational and social lives such as the home, playground, and school. Adler and
Adler spent most of their research time observing their children and their interactions with their
friends from their home or in a park, often without the children noticing the Adlers were there.

Ethical Issues in Researching Children’s Lives

In addition to ethical issues of power and representation already discussed, doing research
with children has Institutional Review Board (IRB) implications. With the tightening of IRB
standards for research with human subjects, research with children has undergone even higher
scrutiny. IRB rules vary from institution to institution and even federal requirements are
changing rapidly, but one consistent and most important feature is the requirement of active
parental consent. Such consent forms usually contain guarantees of privacy (through the use
of cover names and restrictions on the display of audiovisual data) and give parents the right
to inspect field notes and audiovisual data upon request and to demand that certain data not
be included in analysis. Previously, negative consent could be obtained whereby a letter was
sent home to the parents and if they did not want their child to participate, they could send
a negative reply. Currently, active consent is required whereby each child must have a signed
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consent form in order to participate in research. For example, when conducting research in a
classroom, each child’s parent/guardian must sign an informed consent form, which, in addi-
tion to the guarantees discussed above, details the research plan and provides contact infor-
mation for the researcher and the research institution’s IRB (often, if the child is 10 years old
or younger, her or his own signature is not required, although we believe the child’s own con-
sent is a necessary step). If any of the children do not have signed consent forms, they must
be excluded from all data collection whether it be from field notes, audio, or video record-
ings. Although this safeguards children’s and parents’ rights, requiring active consent makes
ethnography in particular a much more difficult research endeavor. It also means that ethno-
graphers or interviewers may have to sacrifice important data collection opportunities
(e.g., alter or restrict field notes or stop videotaping if a child without consent enters an inter-
active event). However, most ethnographers have little trouble dealing with these challenges
given the large amount of rich data that they normally collect in intensive fieldwork.

One strategy some researchers have employed to work around this requirement is using
their own children, often along with children of friends and neighbors, as research partici-
pants. However, the PAR strategy (discussed above) is one of the most widely critiqued meth-
ods of studying children. Parents can frequently face ethical and role conflicts in deciding what
events are public and therefore available to be recorded as data versus what events are private
and confined to the parental role. Additionally, traditional ethnographers, for example, attempt
to see the world through the children’s eyes and become a member of children’s cultures
as much as possible. Parents, on the other hand, ethically cannot easily cross the boundary
between child and adult to become “‘one of the kids” as they are in a supervisory position.

As in any research, unanticipated ethical issues will arise even after fulfilling IRB
requirements. Such unforeseen problems can often be the case in sociological studies of
young children, especially given the subtle implications of the power differential between
adults and children and the fact that children are an understudied group. For this reason, those
who carry out ethnographies, interviews, or surveys with children should carefully document
the research process as it unfolds and pay special attention to unanticipated ethical problems.
When they occur, researchers should discuss decisions in dealing with them with IRBs,
parents and other gatekeepers, and children themselves. Also researchers should discuss such
issues in as much detail as possible (while preserving privacy) in research reports so that other
researchers can gain from their experience.

CONTEXTS OF SOCIALIZATION
Children in the Family

In reviewing research on children in the family, we first consider more traditional studies in
psychology and sociology that focus on how various parent—child interactions or parenting
styles affect developmental outcomes. We then turn to more recent and often cross-cultural
research that directly explores children’s place and activities in the family.

Most studies on family socialization concentrate on developmental outcomes. For example,
there is a long history of research on attachment and emotional bonding (Bowlby, 1980).
Attachment remains a controversial issue as researchers continue to debate the effects of early
child care on attachment and children’s emotional and social development (see Belsky, 1988;
Clarke-Stewart, 1989). Another line of research focuses on the role of parenting styles on chil-
dren’s developmental outcomes. Baumrind (1989) finds that parents who were authoritative
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(neither permissive or authoritarian) in their discipline styles tended to have children who did
well in school and got along better with other children and adults. Baumrind’s findings are
similar to those of the sociologist, Kohn (1969), who contends that middle- and upper-class
parents who value curiosity, consideration of others, and happiness (as compared to working-
and lower-class parents who value obedience, conformity, and good manners) have children
who are more successful in school and later in life.

Recently, this and similar work on parental effects on children’s outcomes has come under
attack for its mixed and generally weak findings of parental influence on personality, its fail-
ure to take genetic effects into account, and its underestimation of the influence of peers
(Harris, 1998). For example, in both Baumrind and Kohn’s work, the findings held mainly for
White middle- and working-class children and not for other ethnic groups including Asian and
African Americans (Rosier & Corsaro, 1993; Steinberg, Dornbusch, & Brown, 1992). Harris
(1998) points to work in behavioral genetics, which claim that around 50% of personality out-
comes can be linked to genetic factors and the remaining 50% to the environment. The sur-
prising part of this work is that when behavioral geneticists went on to study the effects of
shared (in the family) and nonshared environments (outside the family), they consistently
found that growing up in the same home and being reared by the same parents had little or no
affect on the adult personalities of siblings (Harris, 1998; Plomin & Daniels, 1987) nor did
birth order have any significant effects (Dunn & Plomin, 1990; also see work by sociologists
such as Freese, Powell, & Steelman, 1999). Returning to Baumrind’s study, for example,
Harris points to the fact that parenting styles can be a resuit of temperament and other genetic
traits and that parents can use different styles with different children in the same family.

Given the findings from behavioral genetics, anthropology, and sociology on peer group
interaction, Harris claims that peers are more important than parents in regard to develop-
mental outcomes. She does, however, qualify that parents have important effect on their
children’s behavior within the family. Overall, Harris’ argument and group socialization
theory, most especially its emphasis on the importance of social context, is quite similar to
sociocultural, life course, and interpretive theories of socialization we discussed earlier.

Harris’s emphasis on the importance of parents’ effects on the way their children behave
in the family early and later in life and that children affect parenting styles is in line with
recent important work on family interaction. The most well-known work in this area is that
of Dunn (1988) who uses a combination of observational and interview methods to capture
key processes in children’s socioemotional development between the ages of 1 and 3. Dunn
finds rapid growth in the assertive and resistant behavior of children in their second year in
interaction with parents and siblings. These behaviors lead to conflicts and emotional displays
by which the children gained some sense of control over their parents. According to Dunn,
self-assertiveness is driven by young children’s desire to be active and effective members of
family life.

Many important studies of aduit-child interaction in the family focus on children’s
development of communicative competence. For example, Miller (1986) examines narrative
practices or stories family members use to create, interpret, and project culturally constituted
images of self. In a study of middle-class Taiwanese and American families, Miller and her
colleagues found that both families routinely engaged in personal storytelling with their
young children about a variety of positive and negative events. However, the Taiwanese often
used stories of children’s misdeeds as an opportunity to impart moral and social standards by
publicly shaming the child to some degree. American families, on the other hand, played
down the seriousness of children’s transgressions and even recast some of them as strengths
rather than faults (Miller, Wiley, Fung, & Liang, 1997). In related work, Pontecorvo, Fasulo,
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and Sterponi (2001) studied Italian debate or discussione in family settings. Using conversa-
tional analysis they demonstrated how parents and children work collaboratively to establish
a sense of moral meaning and social order. Particularly striking in their analysis is how the
children were very active agents in talk, using discursive contributions to shape the structure
and thematic content of parental talk and socialization.

Finally, work in non-Western societies in line with the sociocultural approach in psy-
chology discussed earlier, finds quite different patterns of parenting compared to Western cul-
tures. Consider again the stress on attachment and bonding between mother and child for
healthy emotional development in American society. In a study of the Efe of northeastern
Zaire, Tronick, Morelli, and Winn (1987) found a distinctive pattern of multiple caretaker
childcare. Efe infants spend much time away from their mothers, who return to work in the
fields only a few days after giving birth. At the work site, child-care responsibilities are shared
by several women, including the mother, who nurse or suckle a fussy infant. The authors see
beneficial physical, emotional, and social outcomes of multiple care giving in that it functions
“to teach infants about culturally appropriate styles of interactions as well as to expose infants
to the culture’s valuation of cooperation, mutual support, and gregariousness” (Tronick,
Morelli, & Winn, 1987, p. 103).

Similar patterns of multiple care giving, most especially of young children by older
siblings and peers, can be seen in other parts of Africa (Harkness & Super, 1992; Nsamenang,
1992). In the East African countries of Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda, for example, infants as
young as 1-3 months are often turned over to child nurses, usually young girls between 6 and
10 years of age. These child nurses serve as primary caregivers as the mothers normally return
to full-time agricultural work. These caretaking practices may seem neglectful by Western
standards. However, child nurses and mothers are quite indulgent as the African babies
receive three times the amount of attention (total minutes of attention) of American babies,
whereas the rate of attention (how frequently attention was given in a specified time span) in
both samples were similar (Harkness & Super, 1992, p. 453). Furthermore, as Harkness and
Super note, “it would be unthinkable in the East African context for a baby to cry itself to
sleep; this U.S. custom is considered abusive by East Africans” (1992, p. 453).

Overall these comparative studies of family interaction, most especially involving the
care and development of young children, shows the diversity of family values and practices.
We also see in such comparative work that the nature of siblings and the peer group can vary
in important ways. In these African societies and in many developing countries, siblings and
older peers take an active role in caretaking and the peer group itself is of mixed-age children.
Age segregation in the school and peer group in Western societies leads to quite different
patterns of interaction and development as we will discuss shortly.

Children in School

There is a vast literature on children and schooling that is far beyond what we can address
in this chapter. Here, we focus on recent research that explores young children’s transition
from the home or preschool to formal schooling and early literacy development.

Children’s entry into elementary school is a critical transition in their lives. It is particu-
larly important because the attitudes and reputations established in the early grades may
follow children through their many years of formal schooling (Ladd & Price, 1987). Recent
theoretical perspectives in psychology offer ecological and systems-based models to the transi-
tion, which focus on contexts (family, classroom, community, peer group) and connections
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among contexts (e.g., family and school relations) rather than only looking at children’s indi-
vidual skills (Rimm-Kaufman & Pianta, 2000). Sociologists take a somewhat similar approach
at both the macro- and micro-levels of analysis. Entwisle and Alexander (1999) ask how early
schooling provides advantages for some children and disadvantages for others that reinforce
inequalities in the U.S. stratification system. These authors assert that schools themselves are
not so much the problem, but rather the distribution of resources across families and communi-
ties in preparing children for formal schooling. They especially note the lack of good preschools
for impoverished 3- and 4-year olds and underdeveloped kindergarten programs.

Rosier’s (2000) ethnographic study of nine African American families living in poverty as
their children moved from preschool to formal schooling capture many of the challenges the
lack of resources Entwisle and Alexander emphasize regarding the educational transitions of
poor children. Rosier finds that the families have high educational goals for their children and
that parents supported educational activities in the home. However, most of the children in these
families had difficult transitions to formal schooling because of: poverty and family instability;
mis-communications between parents and teachers; teachers’ underestirnation of children’s
academic skills; and difficulties in peer interactions for the children who were bussed from
primarily African American preschools to predominately White elementary schools.

From a more micro perspective, Corsaro and Molinari (2000a) carried out a longitudinal
ethnography of Italian children’s transition from the final year of publicly funded preschool
to their first months of formal schooling. As they made the transition with the children, the
researchers found both formal school organization and activities as well as more informal
routines in the peer and school culture “primed” the children for a smooth transition to first
grade. The notion of priming, where past events prepare children in making transitions, has
much in common with Thelen and Smith’s systems theory, which stresses the need for how
previous developmental processes help organize future ones. In their Italian study, Corsaro
and Molinari (2000a) identify how patterns in priming for transitions can be more important
than children’s internalized representations of elementary school in the actual transition. The
authors also place their findings in the context of American school systems and suggest how
the United States could learn from the Italian experience.

Early childhood literacy is dependent on preschool experience and successful transition
to elementary school. Recent work on literacy is based on models that stress social context
and children’s active participation with teachers and peers. In an innovative study, Dyson
(1997) finds that second and third grade children showed great interest and improved learn-
ing in reading and writing instruction when they can use popular culture (cartoons and
comics), which are part of peer culture. Corsaro and Nelson (in press) expand on Dyson’s
work and find that 5- and 6-year-old children’s spontaneous written production (e.g., writing
names, letters to friends, stories, and drawings) contributes to children’s acquisition of literacy.
They also find that children often take literacy knowledge and skills they were recently
exposed to in structured lessons and use, refine, and expand them in peer interaction.

There are many recent ethnographies of the nature of children’s lives in elementary
school. In a study of a British primary school, Filer and Pollard (2000) study assessments of
children in the classroom. They find that contrastive forms of teachers’ language in assessing
students promoted or inhibited their responses. In this way, in line with the theoretical work
of Bermnstein (1996), they identify processes of cultural reproduction stemming from students’
access to culturally specific patterns of interactions used in teacher assessments (see Plank,
2000, for a similar study of teaching styles and peer relations in Wisconsin).

In related work in a more positive vein and based on sociocultural theory, Rogoff,
Tukanis, and Bartlett (2001) carried out a collaborative research-teacher study of an innovative
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project school in Utah. Based on Rogoff’s notion of collaborative participation at multiple
levels (school, community, research-team, and students) the study documents how learning as
a community involves people learning together in purposeful activities, with mutual responsi-
bilities, shared decision making, and motivation based on shared interests and objectives.

CHILDREN’S EVERYDAY EXPERIENCES IN
PEER CULTURES

Earlier, we noted that the interpretive approach to childhood socialization maintains that chil-
dren creatively appropriate information from the adult world to produce their own unique peer
cultures. Although a wide range of features of children’s peer cultures have been identified, two
central themes consistently appear: children make persistent attempts to gain control of the
their lives and to share that control with each other. In the preschool years children have an
overriding concern with social participation and with challenging adult authority. In elemen-
tary school such challenging of adult authority persists, but there is also a gradual movement
toward social differentiation within the peer group. This differentiation is marked by negotia-
tions and conflicts as children attempt to gain control over the attitudes and behaviors of peers.

Children’s Friendships

As Winterhoff (1997) argues, two metatheoretical assumptions underlie most of the research
on children’s friendships. The first, “friendship as outcome” assumption sees relationships as
if they were static entities and often strives to identify a universal definition of friendship. The
second, “friendship as process” assumption sees friendships as socially constructed and seeks
to identify patterns and variations in their collective construction over time and across socio-
cultural settings.

Although the outcome approach dominated most of the theory and early research on
children’s friendships in developmental psychology, many developmental psychologists have
begun to question this dominance and argue for the potential of the process approach (con-
sider our earlier discussion of Tesson & Youniss, 1995). However, it is recent theory and
research on children’s friendships and peer relations in sociology and anthropology that have
fully developed the importance of the process approach. Most of this research has been
ethnographic and conducted in educational settings with a focus on friendship processes in
classrooms and on playgrounds and in other peer settings (Corsaro, 1985; Evaldsson, 1993;
Rizzo, 1989). However, there have also been ethnographic studies of children’s friendship
processes in homes, neighborhood, and community organizations (Adler & Adler, 1998; Fine,
1987, Goodwin, 1990).

Many recent studies have been comparative in that they examine children’s friendships
across age, gender, class, race and ethnicity, and cultural groups. All of the studies are longi-
tudinal in that children are observed or interviewed over several months or years. Surprisingly
a good deal of work on children’s friendships documents the importance of discussion,
debate, and conflict. For example, Corsaro (1994) has found that Italian and African
American preschool children often forge and develop friendship ties through debates and
teasing, while White middle-class American preschool children are highly sensitive to such
activities. On the other hand, the middle-class American children are quick to use the denial
of friendship (“I won’t be your Buddy,” or “You can’t come to my birthday party,” if you do
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not play with me or play the way I like). In his study of middle-class first grade American
children, Rizzo (1989) found that when the children noticed problems in their friends’ behav-
iors, they insisted that their friends change their behavior. Such challenges often led to emo-
tional disputes. Rizzo argued that such disputes not only helped the children obtain a better
understanding of what they could expect from each other as friends, but also brought about
personal reflection, resulting in the children’s development of unique insight into their own
actions and roles as friends.

In work on elementary school children Adler and Adler (1998) found different levels of
cliques (popular, wannabes, middle group of friends, and isolates) with a great deal of compe-
tition, conflict, and manipulation within the popular group and between the popular and other
groups. On the other hand, the middle circle of friends (usually 3-5 children in overlapping
groups) tended to be less competitive and were emotionally supportive of each other. Overall,
we see that children’s collective actions (often including conflict) is central to the development
of children’s conceptions of friendship and their friendship activities and relations.

Children’s Bodies and Nonverbal and Verbal Play Routines

Williams and Bendelow (1998) contend that children’s bodies are absent in much of the
adult-oriented sociological work on the body, and the work that has been done is directed at
children rather than based in children’s own knowledge and experience. Prout (2000) addi-
tionally argues that childhood and the body are each topics that have experienced recent
growth in sociological interest, but there has been little contact between these two fields. This
is due to how sociologists have traditionally addressed the body and also a lack of recogni-
tion of children’s agency and distinct childhood cultures (James, 2000). To date, we know
relatively little of children’s own experiences of their bodies.

Children experience and understand their bodies in ways significantly different from
adults. Bodily change in childhood is a salient marker not only of a childhood identity itself,
but also a marker of different ages in the structural placement in childhood (James, 2000). James
argues that the body, in particular, represents the passage of time for children as the body grows
and develops at a much more accelerated pace than the adult body. For example, James finds in
her ethnographic fieldwork among children ages 4 through 9 that height is a significant marker
of age and status. The children use height to mark their social rank within the larger group and
their progress toward being an adult, a position of power and maturity. Additionally, James
finds that the children are involved in “body work,” as they constantly negotiate the presenta-
tion of their bodies, their bodies’ actions, and their bodies’ appearances. Children work both to
make themselves appear taller and to stay within the cultural prescriptions of thinness.

In schooling, children’s bodies are ordered and controlled. In preschools, Martin (1998)
uncovers a hidden school curriculum designed to control children’s bodily practices. Teachers
require that children walk properly and quietly down the hall, sit up straight, and try not to
fidget. Simpson (2000) finds that children’s bodies are perceived as dangerous and troublesome
and thus many school rules are designed to control students’ bodies and their attentions. Further,
when kids misbehave in school, their bodies are used in the punishment. For example, a child
who was talking while the students were lining up for the dining room was punished by being
made to stand in the main passage with his back to the rest of the school. He was bodily put on
display. In this way, Simpson contends that the body is central to power relations among chil-
dren and between children and adults in the schools. For children in school, being invisible,
unnoticed, and just a part of the group means they have managed to stay out of trouble.
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Children also use their bodies, bodily functions, and bodily waste products to resist
authority. For example, children tell dirty jokes, disobey the dress code, and use taboo bodily
waste to shock teachers and other adults. Simpson relates one incident where a boy deliber-
ately stabbed himself with a pencil to draw blood so he could leave the classroom lesson and
visit the nurse. Resistance to the “boredoms” of school lessons is well documented (Best, 1983;
Everhart, 1983), but in this case it is the body that is directly used as the object of resistance.

Orchestrated and repeated body movements—often seen as just running around—are
accepted routines in the peer culture of young children. Several studies identify such routines
among toddlers (Corsaro & Molinari, 1990; Mussati & Panni, 1981). One example, “the lit-
tle chairs routine,” captures the flavor of primarily nonverbal play among toddlers (Corsaro &
Molinari, 1990). The routine took place regularly in a large room in an Italian asilo nido
(preschool for 2- and 3-year-olds). In the routine the children appropriate the small chairs they
sit on for snacks and other activities to create their own activity. The children begin by push-
ing the little chairs to the center of the room to make a long line from one wall to a small plat-
form sitting against the opposite wall. Once the line is finished, the children are careful to
make sure the chairs are together and the line is straight. Then the children walk across the
room from chair to chair—sometimes swaying and saying “I’m falling! I'm falling,” but
always keeping their balance—until they reach the platform and jump down. They then run
back to the other side of the room to take another turn. During the routine the teachers want
the children to be careful, but they rarely intervene and only when they fear an injury might
occur. An important feature of toddler routines like the “little chairs” is their simple and
primarily nonverbal participant structure, which consists of a series of orchestrated bodily
actions. The structure also incorporates the option of frequent recycling, which allows the
children to begin and end participation (with some entering and others leaving) and to embel-
lish certain features of the routine like the swaying and pretending to lose their balance.

In terms of gender, Thorne (1993) finds that children use differences between their bod-
ies as ways to tease the other sex and highlight the differences between the sexes. She con-
tends that power differences between fourth and fifth grade boys and girls are communicated
and learned through social interaction focusing on the body. She talks about “gender play,”
which is where children use the frame of “play” as a cover for serious, gender-based messages
about sexuality and aggression. Examples of gender play include bra-snapping and “cooties”
rituals. These types of gender games show a specific construction of femininity and woman-
hood, which is based on female pollution and a subordination of female maturity. This high-
lights the social power differences between boys and girls as learned through body-based
social interaction. Similarly, Martin (1998) shows that in preschools, children use their phys-
ical bodies to divide themselves up into gendered groupings whose bodily practices differ.

Children’s Fantasy Play

Numerous studies document the complexity of children’s fantasy play. In his work, Corsaro
(1985) identifies the complex language and paralinguistic skills children exhibit in fantasy
play events. He also identifies three underlying themes in their play (lost—found, danger—
rescue, and death-rebirth), which enable children to address important emotional concerns
in their lives. Sawyer (1997) and Goldman (1998) offer detailed sociolinguistic studies of
pretend play in which they reveal its poetic qualities. Sawyer, relying on work in metaprag-
matics, impressively identifies the improvisational nature of a group of American children’s
play comparing it with improvisation jazz and theater. Goldman studied Huli children of
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Papua New Guinea and demonstrates how pretense is socially mediated and linguistically
constructed viewing the children’s play as oral poetry. These studies and other work on chil-
dren’s fantasy play leads to the argument that such play demonstrates improvisational skills
that surpass those of most older children and adults. This contention is novel for theories of
development because it suggests that some skills may deteriorate with age due to a lack of
opportunities for refinement and sharpening (a process of “use it or lose it”).

Young children’s dramatic role play can be differentiated from fantasy play in that the
children take on real roles that exist in society such as mothers, fathers, police, firefighters, and
so on. Role play is especially popular among preschool children. In role play, children have a
clear sense of status as power and authority over others, which is clearly displayed in the chil-
dren’s actions and language in the play (e.g., high use of imperatives, heavy stress and intona-
tion with commands, threats of punishment) (Anderson, 1990; Corsaro, 1985). On the other
hand, children sometimes show confusion about role relations. For example, Corsaro (1985)
videotaped an episode of role play where the children began with a husband and wife, and two
pet kitties. The husband and wife display stereotypic role relations as the husband moves furni-
ture while the wife cleans. Both husband and wife discipline the kitties for being in the way and
peeing on the floor. One boy who tired of being a kitty suggested there be two husbands and the
original husband quickly agreed and they jumped around shouting: “We need two husbands!”
and “Husbands! Husbands!” The wife, however, was not sure about this and suggested that the
boy who wanted to be husband be a grandma instead. He refused and the wife pleaded: “You can’t
marry two husbands.” The boys responded that they would marry themselves. In the end, the wife
became a kitty who was bossed around by the two husbands (Corsaro, 1985, pp. 101-105).

Children’s Experience of Gender, Race, and Social Class

GENDER. Gender, along with age, is one of the first classifications children learn. In con-
trast with the more ambiguous and complex categories of race, ethnicity, religion, and social
class, gender is highly visible. Children learn gender through language, interactions, and dis-
course with each other and with adults (Connell, 1987; B. Davies, 1989; Fernie, Davies,
Kantor, & McMurray, 1993). Children learn that having a gendered body is a positive social
achievement through age and maturity. Being called a “big boy” or “big girl” is positive
feedback while being called a “baby,” is tied to negative sanctions (Cahill, 1987). Similarly,
in elementary school, teachers and other adults use gendered terms consistently to mark out
groups of students, often during episodes of social control (Thorne, 1993).

For boys, both younger and older, masculinity is characterized by a focus on toughness
and aggression, which also translates into competition for higher social status and social
power (Adler & Adler, 1998; Fine, 1987). Fine (1987), in his ethnography of Little League
Baseball teams, finds that not only is it important for boys to be tough and aggressive, but also
to belittle and separate themselves from anything that was younger, weaker or feminine. In
Messner’s (2000) research on 4-5-year-old soccer players, by teasing the girls’ team and their
unique expressions of femininity and soccer, the boys distance themselves from that con-
struction and define themselves as more masculine and aggressive soccer players. According
to Adler and Adler (1998), toughness and masculinity for elementary school boys includes
disobeying adult rules and receiving disciplinary actions. Boys who are constantly in trouble
receive greater social status from their male peers. Masculinity also includes being a “ladies
man,” which implies not only being popular with one girl, but with several.
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Masculinity is marked and defined in opposition to femininity. B. Davies (1989) finds
that preschool children place utmost importance on accurate gender definitions for them-
selves and their peers. These gender categories, created and sustained by the children’s
narrative structures, are mutually exclusive, opposite, absolutely rigid, and impenetrable.
Additionally, being correctly gendered and adhering to these gender prescriptions is of vital
importance for social and emotional survival in the preschool. The discourses available to
children do not include any variation, merging, or challenge of different gendered character-
istics or practices. Children who “correctly” follow the forms of masculinity and femininity
are rewarded with high status and popularity.

As Davies read feminist stories to preschoolers, she learns that even when presented with
alternate discourses, it is hard for children to imagine, much less accept, and practice, any
alternative to their existing dualistic gender order. Some children might be interested in doing
things assigned to the other gender, but they are constrained by their gender categories and
the threat of peer sanctions. To keep peers in-line, Davies finds the preschoolers engage in
“category-maintenance work.” Similar to Thorne’s (1993) concept of “border work™ among
elementary school students, discussed above, such interactions serve to reinforce and main-
tain the gender boundaries.

Among kindergartners, Holmes (1995) finds that gender identity is the ultimate mecha-
nism for social differentiation. Gender schemas organize children’s thoughts, attitudes, and
heavily influence their everyday social behavior. For example, gender is often used as a basis
for inclusion or exclusion in a play group. In their social interactions, the kindergartners
define and explore gender appropriate behavior and sanction, often through teasing, those
kids who do not comply.

Evaldsson (1993) finds a great deal of cross-gender interaction among Swedish 7-10-year-
olds during play in their after school program. However these games, such as “tunnel of love”
in jump rope and playing “fortune tellers” were often sexually charged. Among fifth and sixth
graders, B. Davies (1993) also finds a preoccupation with romance and sexuality as any inter-
action between boys and girls is automatically laden with heterosexual meanings, whether
intended or not. One of the girls in her data wanted to borrow a pencil from a boy, but knew she
should not because it would be interpreted as if she had romantic and sexual interest in the boy.

Two different approaches characterize the study of gender in childhood. Lever’s (1976)
study on “Sex differences in children’s play,” exemplifies the socialization model as it is applied
to empirical research by finding that children’s play is primarily designed to socialize children
into adult roles. In particular, she argues that boys’ and girls’ play are significantly different and
each leads participants to the development of different social skills and capacities for different,
gender-based, adult roles. Boys’ play prepares them for the public world of competitive work,
and girls’ play socializes them into private roles of motherhood and domesticity. Gilligan (1982)
also follows a gender-difference model finding that girls and boys go through different moral
developments that lead to an emphasis on connectedness, cooperation, and mutuality for girls,
and an emphasis on separateness, competition, and independence among boys.

There are many critiques of such “gender-difference” approaches, which attack not only
their interpretations of the data and assumptions of rigid gender differences, but also their
adherence to the socialization model. Lees (1993), in particular, critiques socialization models
in general because they cannot account for change. For example, how can gender roles change
if they are merely learned from adults? How can boys and girls choose and successfully
negotiate different roles than the ones they were socialized for?

Following an interpretive approach, Thorne (1993) and Goodwin (2003) advocate
approaching children from a non-gendered, contextual approach where researchers look for
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patterns and themes among all the children and then see if any parse out by gender, or by other
differences. They believe that when researchers enter the field expecting gender difference, they
will significantly limit their ability to see simularities among girls and boys. Messner (2000)
follows this stance as he explores not simply why boys and girls are different, but under what
conditions children constitute themselves as separate, gendered, oppositional groups (see Aydt &
Corsaro, 2002, for a similar approach looking at differences in gender play across cultures).

In Goodwin’s (1990) investigation of talk among 6- through 14-year-old Black children,
she finds that girls and boys each have complex, role taking games, and experience conflict and
status ranking in their everyday play. For example, in hopscotch, girls negotiate for power and
status as they disagree about rules, hopscotch moves, and interpretations of those moves.
Theoretically, both Goodwin (1990, 2003) and Thorne (1993) note that power and gender
are negotiated by children through social interaction, not simply through socialization and imi-
tating adult behaviors. Thorne, in her research on White elementary school children, provides
the example of giving “cooties,” where through play, boys and girls learn the complex rules of
who has cooties, who can give cooties, how to prevent cooties, and who is more poiluting.

Recent comparative research shows that children of various cultures differ in their con-
struction of gender concepts and behavior. Goodwin (1998) finds that African American and
Latina girls value ritualized conflict and they frequently argue about the interpretation of the
rules of the games. Kyratzis and Guo (2001) find cross-cultural differences in the gendered
speech patterns of preschoolers in the United States and China. They found that among
American children, boys tend to be more assertive than girls in same-sex interactions, but in
China girls are more assertive with one another than boys. However, context is important in
determining who dominates cross-sex interaction. Chinese boys take the lead in discussions
regarding work, but Chinese girls dominate when relationships and courtship is the theme.
Both Chinese girls and American boys freely use bold, directive speech when they disagreed
with their classmates while American girls use mitigated, discourse during disputes.

RACE. Race, although just as integral to children’s identities, is a much more complex
construct than gender as racial and ethnic categories are not as clear cut. Many investigators
assume that children have temporary or naive views on race and ethnicity until at least age 7
or 8. In his research, Sacks (2001) finds that not until age 7 or 8 do children differentiate and
label others on the basis of perceived race, and thus argues that racial issues are not relevant
to the peer cultures of young children. Using a developmental-based approach, he attributes
4-year-olds’ use of racist terminology to modeling adult behavior. However, Sacks compares
the children’s understanding of race to the adult concept of race, rather than children’s own
possible constructions of race. Additionally, Tynes (2001) finds that children under the age of
10 are often confused when asked “What race or color do you consider yourself” leading her
to conclude that their racial constructions and identities are not yet developed. She argues that
children see skin color as only one of many different physical characteristics people have, not
as a basis for hierarchical stratification.

Holmes (1995) advocates using an ethnographic approach when studying race and
ethnic concepts in young children as opposed to most previous research that is based on
experiments or in other contrived and structured settings. By studying children in their own
environments, in her case, the classroom, Holmes is able to use children’s own language and
their own interactions to understand how they construct race. In contrast to developmental
research, she finds skin color is a dominant feature in how kindergartners see themselves. In
particular, she finds “White” is the default race, even among children, as White children rarely
mention skin color while Black children clearly emphasize their Black skin.
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Based on their interpretive research on preschool children ages 3-5, Van Ausdale and
Feagin (2001) find that even very young children use race and ethnicity as identifying and
stratifying markers and that they are salient features of children’s cultures. The children they
observed use racial and ethnic concepts to structure their play as a means to exclude and/or
include children and as a means of controlling their environments and peer interactions.
Rather than using an adult-based understanding of race, Van Ausdale and Feagin find that
children develop, through social interaction, their own complex and intricate constructions
and uses of race and ethnicity based on the color of their skin, the languages they speak, and
how they understand their parents’ color and race.

Children also use such concepts to define their own identities and the identities of those
around them (Holmes, 1995; Van Ausdale & Feagin, 2001). Holmes concludes that kinder-
gartners’ racial categories are fixed and unconditional. People are in one category or another
and the members of one group are homogeneous. Van Ausdale and Feagin, however, find that
among preschoolers, ideas of race are more fluid and flexible and the children try to under-
stand not only single race markers, but also their peers of “mixed” heritage. Not all children
fit into one category or the other, rather, there are multiple categories and children move from
one to another depending on the situation.

For example, one 4-year-old girl in their study was born in Africa of a White American
father and a Black African mother. Corinne was very aware of her mixed ancestry and stressed
both her American and African heritage to other children and adults. Her fellow students often
challenged Corinne. One White boy denied Corrine’s father was White even when the father
came to the school and verified that he was Corinne’s father and that her mother was African.
Adults also frequently challenged Corinne. New teachers and visitors to the school often cor-
rected Corinne when she claimed to be African, and would say: “Your mommy and daddy’s
ancestors came from Africa, but you are African American.” At one point, Corinne got so frus-
trated that she retorted: “No, you don’t get it, I'm from Africa. My daddy is from here”
(Van Ausdale & Feagin, 2001, p. 85).

Van Ausdale and Feagin also find that adults did not believe the children made the neg-
ative racial remarks and slurs that the researchers recorded and denied children had any real
understanding of such speech. Van Ausdale and Feagin argue adults misunderstand and
underestimate young children’s understanding and use of racial attitudes because they believe
that children can not be racist. However, seeing children as simply racist misses the point.
Given the pervasive racism that exists in American society it is not surprising that young
children—in line with an interpretive approach to childhood socialization—observe, experi-
ence and absorb racial thinking, discourse and behavior and use such knowledge in their
everyday lives (Van Ausdale & Feagin, 2001).

SociAL CLASS. As with gender and race, children show an awareness of social class and
class differences from a young age. In a comparative study of role play, Corsaro finds key dif-
ferences in the children’s conceptions of their place in society and their future as adults. The
upper-class White children construct play in which they see themselves as adults who have
efficacy in the present and optimism about their futures. In contrast, the poor African
American children constructed play themes that reflect the hardships their parents endure and
display a resolution to the fact that overcoming such challenges is unlikely (Corsaro, 1993).

Working-class and middle-class students experience school in different ways as their
schools are structured according to different principles. L. Davies (1989) finds that in the
preschools she observed, the working-class students’ time and space is more structured,
their free play is under control of the teachers, and the teachers are more authoritarian in their
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interactions with the students. In contrast, the middle-class preschool children have more
freedom, the emphasis is on children developing their own play and routines, and the teach-
ers actively encourage autonomy. Evaldsson (1993) finds similar patterns in two Swedish
after-school centers for children ages 7 through 10. The two centers she observed are in the
same urban area, yet the center catering to working-class families focuses on order and
control of children handed “top-down” from teachers while the middle-class center empha-
sizes children’s own role in creating and sustaining classroom order.

In addition to experiences in schooling, class also affects children’s language use. James
(1995) finds that there are strong links between social class and language use in Britain as the
language children use identifies their speech community. Corsaro (1994) conducted compar-
ative study of language and friendship and finds that the Italian and African American
children use more dramatic and teasing language styles while the White American middle-
class children use a style where they try to avoid or mitigate conflict. However, the White
American middle-class children show more negative emotional reactions to conflict and
language slights (“You're not my friend”), while the Italian and African American children
engage in oppositional talk and debates with rare displays of negative emotions or threats.

Children’s Experience of Health and Well-Being

Similar to work on the body, most research in health has focused on adult perspectives and
not on what children themselves know, believe, or want to know about health and the body
(Williams & Bendelow, 1998). In their research, by having children draw and talk about what
cancer means to them, Williams and Bendelow give voice to children’s own concerns, feelings,
and emotions. Children experience health, well being, and illness in unique ways that stem
from their peer cultures and everyday lives. Christensen and Prout (1999) contend that in terms
of everyday sickness, children develop elaborate cultural performances. Children frequently
talk about bodily phenomena and understand what is happening with their bodies collectively.
Bleeding or tissue swelling is something to be shown off, looked at, and shared with the group.
For example, in her research on Danish 6-13-year-olds, Christensen (2000) found that during
minor accidents in school, teachers responded with alarm and concern, and worked immedi-
ately to clean the wound and cover it with a bandage. The injured child, in contrast, might often
magnify the extent of the injury as the other children gather around to investigate the wound.

Additionally, rather than being concerned about the body part that might be affected, such
as a cut arm, children emphasize their own actions and the actions of others, such as in what
circumstances the arm was cut or how their social activities might be changed because of the
cut (Christensen, 2000). Christensen finds that children see sickness as a disruption to their
daily routines and wellness, as one 7-year-old says, “to do as I usually do.” For children,
the body is not a bounded object, but rather is experienced through continuous action and
interaction.

CHILDREN’S INTERACTIONS WITH
LARGER STRUCTURES

Children’s interactions in and contributions to macro levels of society and culture are key aspects
of the new sociology of childhood. Here we discuss children’s symbolic and material culture,
children’s involvement in work and the economy, poverty, and children’s rights as citizens.
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Children’s Symbolic and Material Culture

In children’s everyday lives, they not only base their cultures on interactions with peers, fam-
ily, and school, but also in the larger worlds of symbolic and material culture. This includes
the media and popular culture such as mythical figures related to holidays (like Christmas and
Easter), television, movies, advertisements, and books. Many studies of children’s symbolic
and material culture focus primarily on the content and features of toys, texts, films, or ritual
events (Kinder, 1999; Steinberg & Kincheloe, 1997; see Seiter, 1993; Tobin, 2000, for excep-
tions to this trend). However, as with other realms of children’s lives, it is important to rec-
ognize children as actively engaged with media and larger material culture.

For example, Clark (1995) went directly to children and parents to explore the rituals and
meanings of Santa Claus, the Tooth Fairy, and the Easter Bunny. Clark’s findings and analy-
sis regarding the retrospective and prospective features of the Tooth Fairy ritual are especially
interesting. In retrospectively celebrating the loss of the tooth shortly after it has occurred, the
ritual also marks the beginning of an occurrence that will have may repetitions (the loss of
additional teeth in exchange for money from the Tooth Fairy). In this way the ritual encour-
ages children’s awareness of ongoing transitions in their lives and helps prepare them for
these changes. The children, who are in kindergarten and first grade, valued the power and
independence that money from the Tooth Fairy can provide. As one child observes, “I like
carrying around my own money. I feel more grown up and special” (Clark, 1995, p. 19).

In a study of children and media, Fingerson (1999) finds that preadolescent girls are
active in television viewing, rather than simply accepting media messages passively. The girls
use their own experiences to critically evaluate television families and they actively assess
various aspects of the program that are most salient to them. Additionally, and most impor-
tantly, watching television, for these girls is a pro-social way of sharing experiences that can
be later used to build talk, foster social interaction, and enhance social relationships.

Children’s Work and Economy

Children are often seen by adults in contemporary society as nonproductive and dependent
as childhood is constructed as freedom from the responsibilities of work (Morrow, 1995).
Although young children’s work in developed societies does not contribute to the current econ-
omy (such as their schooling work), research indicates that children contribute a great deal to
their own family economy and the larger arenas of work and labor (see Hine, 1999, for a his-
tory of children’s work). Examples of children’s work include childcare, contributions to fam-
ily business, household chores, and employment in part-time jobs in the labor market (for older
children, in particular). Solberg (1997) finds that as children’s work in and outside the home
increases over time, parents begin to see their children as more capable and independent.

In the United States, informal paid work often begins before adolescence as children begin
their work in the home or the neighborhood, such as babysitting, mowing lawns, shoveling
snow, cooking, cleaning, and other localized duties (Fine, Mortimer, & Roberts, 1990). This
work is often conducted in the presence of or supervised by adults. By the time they are 12, most
children start working for pay outside their homes. Interestingly, those children from more afflu-
ent backgrounds (middle class or higher) are more likely to work for pay than those in poorer
areas (Fine et al., 1990; Morrow, 1995). These children have more opportunities to work in their
local areas, their families might expect them to work as part of their moral upbringing, and they
might have incorporated values of consumerism that would require their own source of income.
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Morrow (1995) contends that children’s work can be classified into four general
categories: wage labor, marginal economic activities (e.g., babysitting, car washing, odd
self-employment jobs), non-domestic family labor (e.g., helping in family businesses), and
domestic labor. For example, Song (1996) finds that in Chinese take-out restaurants in
Britain, children are actively engaged in the family business as they contribute substantial
amounts of labor and assistance. Duties, that often depend on age and maturity, include working
at the counter, taking customer orders, messengering between the counter and the kitchen, and
cleaning. Some children also help with food preparation, cooking, and have increased domestic
responsibility to free up the parents’ time for the business.

Children in Poverty

Child poverty is an overwhelming problem in developing countries often resulting in the
exploitation of children as underpaid workers or indentured servants, prostitutes, and as
pawns in drug trafficking. As a result, children are not only exploited, but are also the victims
of abuse and violence. In the wealthy nations of the world, children are rarely shot on the
streets for being poor, nor are they allowed to be sold into indentured servitude. The major-
ity of children in Western industrialized societies live in relative comfort with high aspirations
and bright futures. Even so, many poor children live in the modern industrialized world, and
a significant number live in impoverished and dangerous environments.

Childhood poverty varies across wealthy nations, but the richest nation in the world, the
United States, has one of the highest child poverty rates. Although the U.S. rate has dropped
recently from over 20% in 1991 to around 17% in the year 2000, it is more than twice as high
as many European countries (including France, Germany, and the Netherlands) and 4-8 times
as high as Northern European and Scandinavian countries (Belgium, Switzerland, Norway,
Denmark, Sweden, and Finland, see Bradbury & Jantti, 2001; Rainwater & Smeeding, 1995).
These high rates of poverty in the United States compared to most of Western Europe also do
not take into account programs for families with children like universal health care, paid
maternity and family leave, and government funded child care and early education. These pro-
grams exist throughout Europe, but are sorely lacking in the United States. The lack of health
care for over 14% of American children from working families is especially shameful in the
United States, which provides universal health care regardless of income for all those over 65.

Sadly, living in poverty and becoming a victim of abuse or violent crime are interrelated
for many American children (see Ambert, 1995; Males, 1996). Although there has been a
recent drop in violent crime, homicide and victim of violent crime rates for children and
youth are staggering when compared to other modern societies. In fact, there has been a trend
in the United States in which rates of victims of violent crime for the younger age groups
(12-15 and 16-19) have become higher than the 20-24 age group and much higher than other
older age groups. This U.S. trend toward a lack of a fair distribution of resources by age and
the resulting consequences is even more troubling given demographic shifts of increased
elderly and fewer children.

Children’s Rights

Although there is little empirical work in the area of children’s rights, the philosophical and
theoretical discussions are rich and lead to promising areas of research (see Archard, 1993,
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for an extensive review). In the United States and in most Western countries, children are not
afforded the same rights as adults. Rights denied include the right to own property, to work,
to vote, to choose one’s guardian, and to make sexual choices (Archard, 1993). Following
socialization approaches, children are constructed as developmentally and socially incom-
plete and thus not capable of holding such rights. Children’s liberationists, based in a move-
ment with roots in the 1960s, believe that children should have these rights and any right that
an adult has. Opponents of increased children’s rights argue that children need to be protected
from the adult world and the decisions and responsibilities of that world. In dominant adult
culture, childhood is seen as a time of innocence, a time free from responsibility and conflict,
and a time dominated by play (Lansdown, 1994).

However, Lansdown finds that children themselves feel powerless and with little control
over their lives, but this is a result of a structural vulnerability and not inherent to their age
and developmental stage. This structural condition, Thorne (1987) argues, masks the ways in
which adults abuse and exploit children, such as in governmental policies that contribute to
the high rates of child poverty. Although not directly advocating a platform of children’s
rights, some researchers such as Thorne find that children, like women, are a minority group
in society and we need to rethink our ideological constructions of them (Alanen, 1994;
Oakley, 1994). Lansdown further contends that we need to recognize children as participants
in society with their own needs and rights.

One way of documenting how children conceptualize and negotiate their rights is by
exploring forms of resistance to dominant adult-based structures. For example, there are many
examples of girls and boys resisting dominant sexuality and gender norms, even as early as pre-
school (Anyon, 1983; Brown, 1998; Lee & Sasser-Coen, 1996; Messner, 2000). Messner (2000)
explores gender construction and boundary maintenance among 4-5-year-old girls and boys in
a youth soccer organization. Although the boys taunt the girls who were dancing and playing in
celebration of their self-named team “Barbie Girls,” the girls ignore them. When the boys
invaded their space, the girls chased them off. The girls celebrate themselves and girl power and
do not succumb to pressure from the boys to be quiet and passive in a traditionally male-
dominated sports realm. Children also directly resist adult-based structures such as schools. For
example, B. Davies (1982) finds elementary school children resist teachers and the school struc-
ture as they engage in their own agendas of learning and socialization. She shows evidence of
children mocking teachers and other caretakers as well as questioning the teachers’ methods.

Future research can explore what children want in terms of rights. Do children in fact
desire more rights? What happens in circumstances where they gain rights? In thinking about
the political implications, Roche (1996) argues that we must be careful with the language and
implications of children’s rights. What about the wide variety of children’s cultures? For
example, how do we account for the variety in children’s notions of family life? Children live
in vastly different households and communities with different boundaries of authority and
responsibility. Children thus may make varying demands for their rights specifically in terms
of their own education, health, family, and guardianship. Full children’s rights can seem to be
a “never-never-land” sort of place. Regardless, children’s rights in regard to the most serious
issues of equitable distribution of resources in society must be addressed by representatives
of children or children themselves. How we do this might be difficult, but it must be done.

THE FUTURE OF CHILDHOOD

Much of the recent research in childhood focuses on children as agents in their own right,
rather than as products of their parents or as adults-in-the-making. This recognition leads to
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a new sociology of children and childhood that documents children’s rich peer cultures, the
complexity of their evolving membership in their cultures, and their contribution to social
reproduction and change. The new sociology of children and childhood also establishes
childhood as a social form that must be conceptualized in time and place, most especially
regarding power relations in a local and global sense.

Given the vast problems of poverty, disease, abuse, and violence toward children in
developing societies and many industrialized countries, the rights of children as citizens must
be established and maintained. The growing demographic changes of increasing life spans
and falling birthrates in Western industrialized societies is accompanied by an uneven distri-
bution of material, social, and economic resources (Peterson, 1999; Sgritta, 1994). Now, more
than ever, is the time to appreciate and invest in children. All too often, individuals and
societies try to justify their actions in terms of their effects on children’s futures as adults.
This focus on the future, on what our children will become, often blinds us to how we treat
and care for our children in the present. Enriching the lives of all our children will produce
productive adults and will enable our children to participate actively and fully in their own
childhoods and to contribute to the quality of adult life. For this reason, we must realize and
remember that the future of childhood is the present.
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CHAPTER 7

Socialization in Adolescence

DonNNA EDER
SANDI KAWECKA NENGA

Early investigations of adolescent socialization envisioned adolescents passively and individually
receiving knowledge and skills from adults. More recently, scholars have argued that adoles-
cent socialization is an active, collective process in which adolescents interact with each other
and adults to “produce their own worlds and peer cultures, and eventually come to reproduce,
to extend, and to join the adult world” (Corsaro & Eder, 1995, p. 444). Here, we review dif-
ferent theoretical approaches scholars have used to study adolescent socialization. Then, we
discuss research on adolescent socialization within the contexts of family, school, and peer
groups.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES
Life Course

One theoretical perspective shaping investigations into adolescence is the life course per-
spective. This perspective views individuals as moving through different stages of the life
course on a trajectory marked by events. Events mark the transition from one life stage to
another, and significant events, known as turning points, signal drastic changes in individual
trajectories. Individuals move into, through, and out of adolescence, and this movement may
be punctuated by key events such as the first day at middle school, first job, graduation, and
first sexual experience. Life course scholars scrutinize both the sequence and timing of such
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key events. For example, they may question how an adolescent whose first work experience
is at 14 before leaving school fares compared to an adolescent whose first work experience is
at 18 after leaving school (Elder, 1974, 1985a).

To capture the intersection of history and biography, life course scholars use three con-
cepts: age, period, and cohort. As the example above suggests, life course scholars assume
that the age of an individual at the time of a key event can change the experience and con-
sequences of that event. Second, the historical context affects the nature of key events, and
life course scholars assume that adolescents in different historical periods will experience
the same event differently. An adolescent whose first job is during World War 11, for example,
will have a different experience than an adolescent whose first job is during the 1990s. The
third concept, cohort, is often inextricably tangled with period and age. Cohorts refer to
groups of age peers and are often referred to as a generation, as in Generation X (Giele &
Elder, 1998). The shared experience of a peer group entering the workforce at the same time
may also affect an individual’s experience of a first job.

Life course scholars investigating adolescence most commonly focus on the transition
from adolescence to adulthood. The key events marking this transition include leaving school,
leaving a childhood home, full-time employment, marriage, and parenthood (Shanahan,
2000). Life course scholars in this area have examined such varied topics as the sequence of
school leaving, work, and marriage (Modell, 1989), trajectories into and out of juve