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A
s the organizers of this special section

of Social Psychology Quarterly, we are

firm advocates of greater exchange

between the psychological and sociological

branches of social psychology. As this journal

emphasized in celebrating the 2008 centennial

of the publication of the first two social psy-

chology textbooks (one by William McDou-

gall in psychology and the other by Edward

A. Ross in sociology), social psychology

resides at the intersection of two disciplines.

It is what Herbert Kelman spoke of as an

‘‘interdiscipline.’’ Therefore, it was founded

and has matured in both disciplines but with

insufficient communication between its psy-

chological and sociological branches. This

collection of essays and the conference that

preceded it build on the desirability of finding

common ground. Our faith that transactions

between the two social psychologies would

be productive follows from our intellectual

histories as graduate students in broadly

defined interdisciplinary social psychology

programs of an earlier era at Harvard (Fine)

and Michigan (Eagly). We took our social

psychology PhDs in different disciplinary

directions—to psychology (Eagly) and sociol-

ogy (Fine). We therefore developed our

careers in what turned out to be increasingly

divergent intellectual contexts (Oishi, Kese-

bir, and Snyder 2009).

Influenced by psychology’s cognitive revo-

lution, the psychological tradition became

intensely individual, with an emphasis on

cognitive processes, and the sociological tradi-

tion retained a focus on social interaction and

collective phenomena. Psychologists embraced

laboratory experiments as their primary

method, and sociologists treasured their greater

methodological diversity. Psychologists rarely

deviated from quantitative analyses, while so-

ciologists continued to appreciate qualitative

along with quantitative research.

The divergence of the two social psychologies

is plain to see in citation patterns of relevant jour-

nals. As detailed in the Thomson Reuter’s Jour-

nal Citation Reports, the articles in Journal of

Personality and Social Psychology and other

journals of psychological social psychology

seldom cite articles in sociological journals,

even Social Psychology Quarterly. Authors

in Social Psychology Quarterly cite mainly

articles in sociological journals, although psy-

chological journals receive more citations than

sociological journals do within psychological

journals. Similarly, professional associations

and conferences mainly serve only one of the

two social psychologies.

Our concern that two perspectives that

should complement one another but instead

have grown apart provided the impetus for

the ‘‘Bridging Social Psychologies’’ conference

held in November 2009 at Northwestern Uni-

versity. We are grateful for the support of the

American Sociological Association’s Fund for

the Advancement of the Discipline, as well as

for the support of the departments of sociology

and psychology and the Weinberg College of

Arts and Sciences at Northwestern University.

The essays that follow initiate explora-

tions across social psychology’s disciplinary

divide. We organized this special section

and the conference that preceded it by deciding

on six topics that are pursued in both of the two

social psychologies: identity, cognition, emotion,

gender, inequality, and culture. For each topic,

we invited a leading scholar from each discipline

to attend a conference in which he or she would

be paired with a corresponding scholar from the

other discipline. Each scholar was asked to
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invite an interested graduate student to accom-

pany him or her. We hoped thereby to inspire

both this generation and the next generation of

social psychologists. Talks by the scholars

and the graduate students were engaging and

thoughtful. The pairs of scholars and graduate

students were invited to write joint essays for

Social Psychology Quarterly in whatever for-

mat seemed appealing but focusing on

research domains with possibilities for collab-

oration. The six essays by the established

scholars thus discuss research and theory on

which bridges can be built. Our instruction

to the graduate students was to write a short

paper that focuses on a domain in which they

could imagine collaboration. All of these

papers in this special section could be much

longer, but the authors have succeeded admi-

rably in writing brief, provocative essays.

These papers present discoveries of com-

munalities, as well as the recognition of diver-

gence. The essays do not suggest that the

sociology and psychology branches of social

psychology could—or should—seamlessly

meld. In some cases, psychologists and sociol-

ogists are studying closely related phenomena

but labeling them differently. In other cases,

the focus of research in the two disciplines is

quite distinct. Despite differences, the authors

of the essays point out numerous ways in

which the two traditions can complement and

enrich one other. For two of the topics in par-

ticular (identity and gender), the two social

psychologies have already engaged in impor-

tant cross-talk and cross-citation, but for the

other topics, the research traditions appear

more separate though open to productive

exchanges.

Bridging the divide requires that theorists and

researchers think across two levels of analysis,

the individual and the group or collective. Socio-

logical social psychologists retained such a focus

over the years while it receded considerably in

psychological social psychology with its greater

attention to individual processes and lesser

attention to social context. At present, the

embeddedness of selves in larger collectives is

an increasingly important theme in psychologi-

cal social psychology (e.g., Ellemers, Spears,

and Doosje 2002; Smith and Conrey 2007)

and a long-term theme in sociological social

psychology (Burke 2004). This convergence of

interest creates an opening toward greater

exchange between the two fields, as illustrated

especially clearly in the essays on cognition.

Increasing interdisiplinarity does not portend

a merger of the two social psychologies or the

formation of new interdisciplinary graduate

programs. Instead, contemporary interdiscipli-

narity requires intellectual and methodological

breadth and expertise that extends across the

disciplinary boundary. Psychological social

psychology will no doubt retain a greater focus

on individual psychological processes and inter-

face more with biology, especially neurosci-

ence. Sociological social psychology will

retain a more collective focus and interface

more with economics, political science, and

anthropology. With these two different but in-

teracting branches, social psychology can begin

to attain the status of the grand social science

field envisioned by founders such as Kurt

Lewin (1951) and George Homans (1961).

As scholars we are committed to inter-

disciplinarity. This commitment depends

upon listening to—and learning from—those

colleagues who are studying the ‘‘same’’

things in very different ways. In this essay-

writing collaboration of sociologists and psy-

chologists, the two fields become linked in

ways that foster greater theoretical breadth

and methodological flexibility. We hope

that these essays will serve as inspirations

for social psychologists to consider how the

phenomena they study should be analyzed

across the disciplinary divide. The result

will be a stronger social psychology.
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S
ociology and psychology are no strang-

ers in the theoretical world of self and

identity. Whereas some of the other

topics represented in this volume are still in

the courting stage and just beginning to find

points of similarity and overlap, researchers

in the field of self and identity are in many re-

spects long-life companions. Early works by

William James (1890), a psychologist, and

George Herbert Mead (1934), a sociologist,

are often taken as a starting point by investiga-

tors in both fields. In more recent years, with

the development of a number of identity theo-

ries in both fields, several investigators have

directly addressed both the areas of overlap

and the distinctions between sociologically

based and psychologically based theories.

LOOKING BACK

Psychologists Hogg, Terry, and White

(1995) were among the first to directly con-

front the issue in ‘‘A Tale of Two Theories,’’

offering a critical comparison between sociol-

ogy’s identity theory and psychology’s social

identity theory and concluding that it may be

‘‘inadvisable to attempt to integrate very dif-

ferent theories’’ (Hogg et al. 1995:266). Their

argument hinged on their view that the two

theories fundamentally differed on a number

of issues including their levels of analysis

(social identity focusing more on sociocogni-

tive processes of individuals and identity the-

ory focusing more on a direct link between

the individual and society without much

internal processing), their approaches to inter-

group behavior (identity theory focusing on

roles and social identity theory focusing on

group and intergroup processes), their views

on the relationship of groups and roles (social

identity generally ignoring roles within

groups and identity theory viewing roles as

a central component of identities), and the

salience of social context (social identity pay-

ing more attention to the impact of the social

context on identities and identity theory view-

ing identities as more stable across contexts).

Sociologists Stets and Burke (2000) took

issue with the analysis of Hogg et al.

(1995), arguing that identity theory and social

identity theory have far more in common than

the latter authors acknowledged and suggest-

ing that fundamental integration, if not yet

fully realized, is nonetheless possible and

indeed likely and necessary. Among their

major arguments were the following: All

identities function in a similar manner (the

self-verification process), but that depending

upon the basis of the identity (role, group/cat-

egory, or person) the consequences are differ-

ent. Social identity theory has tended to focus

on the group/category basis of identity while

identity theory has tended to focus on the

role basis of identity (neither has focused

very much on the person as a basis of iden-

tity). By viewing role, person, and group sim-

ply as bases for the development of identities,

they argued that a unification of identity
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theory and social identity theory is feasible.

Second, they suggested that the cognitive

and motivational processes underlying the

theories are not dissimilar. Self-categoriza-

tion and the often accompanying depersonal-

ization (viewing the self as a group member

rather than as a unique individual) are the pri-

mary cognitive processes in social identity

theory, while self-verification (affirming

self-meanings in the situation) is the primary

cognitive process in identity theory. Categori-

zation and self-verification show us that mem-

bership in any social group or role includes

two important aspects: one’s identification

with and commitment to a category, and the

behaviors that we associate with the category,

both of which have been incorporated in vary-

ing degrees by theories in each discipline.

More generally, both psychological and socio-

logical theories of identity recognize that the

self both exists within and is influenced by

society, because socially defined shared

meanings are incorporated into one’s proto-

type or identity standard.

In another paper from the 1990s, Thoits

and Virshup (1997) appraised the ‘‘me’s and

we’s’’ of social identity. They suggested

that the sociological approach tends to stress

the structural and functional aspects of iden-

tity, and in so doing to focus on the ways in

which identity performances are a means to

maintain the social order. Psychological mod-

els, in contrast, are more likely to emphasize

the ways in which people actively negotiate

among competing categories and groups in

order to achieve psychological satisfaction.

Among other observations, Thoits and

Virshup pointed to what sometimes appears

as a counterintuitive reversal of emphases

between sociology and psychology, with psy-

chological theories more concerned with

broader intergroup dynamics and sociology

giving more attention to within-group and

within-person processes.

Comparisons of sociological and psycho-

logical approaches to the study of social iden-

tities took center stage in the June 2003 issue

of Social Psychology Quarterly edited by psy-

chologist Michael Hogg and sociologist Ceci-

lia Ridgeway, as the entire issue was devoted

to exploring the common ground between the

two perspectives on social identity. In that

issue, Deaux and Martin (2003) approached

the topic as two complementary domains with

different emphases. Their analysis rested on

a distinction between social contexts defined

by categories of group membership, including

both ascribed and achieved categories that

people can accept, challenge, or change, and

social contexts that are defined by specific

interpersonal networks in which people play

a specified role with another person in that

same network.

It is, of course, dangerous to frame this

debate as a dichotomy between sociological

versus psychological theory. Within each dis-

cipline, there are several distinct theories of

identity and each has its unique emphases.

This within-discipline variation tends to

diminish the importance of between-

discipline variation as a point of focus.

Within sociology, for example, the identity

theory of Burke and Stets (2009) is joined

by, and in some ways influenced by, the ear-

lier work of Sheldon Stryker (1980) in devel-

oping the self-society connection rooted in

Mead and the earlier symbolic interaction

foundations, and by McCall and Simmons

(1978) in their development of the interac-

tionist view of identities. An additional socio-

logical approach is the theoretical research

program on Affect Control Theory by Heise,

Smith-Lovin, and others (e.g., Heise 1985;

Robinson and Smith-Lovin 2006; Smith-

Lovin 1990). This theory builds an under-

standing of identity processes as maintaining

cultural definitions of the meanings of identi-

ties, behaviors, and situations.

Although the psychologist Erik Erikson

(1950) was one of the first to bring the con-

cept of identity into the social and behavioral

sciences, his emphasis was primarily on the

internal integrity of what we would call

a global self-concept rather than on shared

meanings and interpersonal connections

between self and others. Psychological ver-

sions of identity most often point to Henri

Tajfel’s (1978) social identity theory (SIT)

as a key reference. Subsequent developments

by John Turner and his colleagues (Turner et
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al. 1987) have produced self-categorization

theory, which builds on some of the assump-

tions of SIT but focuses more on internal

cognitive processes. Other developments in

this general tradition include more detailed

investigations of context, commitment, and

content as variable features of social identi-

ties (Ellemers, Spears, and Doosje 1999)

and the strategic aspects of social identity

performance (Reicher, Spears, and Postmes

1995; Klein, Spears, and Reicher 2007). Out-

side the framework of social identity theory,

there is also the work of William Swann

(e.g., 1983, 1990) on the self-verification

process. Although this work has not focused

specifically on identity, it has been instru-

mental in the formulation of identity theory

from the sociological perspective.

In all of this work by both sociologists and

psychologists, we are dealing with character-

istics of the self that are held at either a con-

scious or unconscious level. When an identity

is activated, these characteristics are manifest

to others and help define the self to the self

and to others. In identity theory, these charac-

teristics are meanings in the sense of what it

means to be who one is, and they are based

on a shared culture that defines possibilities

based in groups, or roles, or the biosocial

individual. These characteristics are often

seen as actively protected or defended in

a self-verification process, which gives rise

to feelings of self-worth, efficacy, esteem,

and authenticity.

LOOKING AHEAD

In the remainder of this paper, we point to

three areas that seem to us to be of particular

interest when one thinks about the ways in

which sociological and psychological per-

spectives on identity converge. Although

these topics vary in the degree to which

they have attracted the interest of scholars

in the two disciplines, and have been ad-

dressed with different emphases and interpre-

tations, we believe that each topic holds

promise for future research and development.

The three topics that we have selected are (a)

motivational bases for identity processes; (b)

integration of the different bases of identity;

and (c) multiplicity of identities.

Motivational Bases of Identity

A central question for all identity theories

concerns the motivation for having an iden-

tity in the first place, and for maintaining

that identity across time and place. Identity

theorists from both disciplines have addressed

these issues, often borrowing from each oth-

er’s work to buttress their arguments. Within

the identity theory of Burke and Stets (2009),

the self-verification motive plays a central

role and is seen as the source of self-esteem

in its various forms of worth, efficacy, and

authenticity, each of which is seen as a motive

in other theories.

Social identity theory, as originally formu-

lated by Tajfel (1978), put the emphasis on

a motive for positive social identity, which

was presumed to drive the social comparison

process and the search for positive ingroup

distinctiveness. Later investigators, operating

more or less within the social identity tradi-

tion, have posited a variety of other motives

for social identification. Hogg and Abrams

(1993), for example, suggested that the major

motive for categorization of the self is to

reduce uncertainty about one’s place in the

world. Other motives that have been invoked

over the years of identity study include needs

to increase self-esteem, create meaning, and

maintain balance and consistency (Deaux

1996). Typically, within social identity theory

and certainly with the subsequent develop-

ment of self-categorization theory, these

motivational processes are viewed as emerg-

ing from the cognitive processes of social cat-

egorization and social comparison.

More recently, Reicher and his colleagues

(Reicher et al. 1995; Klein et al. 2007) have

offered theoretical and empirical arguments

for a strategically motivated presentation of

one’s identity. Rather than focusing on those

factors that elicit depersonalization, they turn

instead to the consequences for behavior once

the identity is salient. Critical to the expres-

sion of an identity, they argue, are character-

istics of the audience that may support or
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negate an identity performance. Two key

goals of identity performance, according to

Klein et al. (2007), are identity consolidation

(confirming the worth of an identity) and

identity mobilization (motivating collective

action on behalf of one’s social group).

The variety of motivations invoked in the

discussion of identity attest to the interest of in-

vestigators in the reasons why people would

define themselves in a particular way and the

functions that those identifications might serve.

Yet while there is no shortage of motivational

possibilities, less work has been done to com-

pare the strength of various motives or to define

the boundaries of their operation. Further

exploration of these comparative issues might

be a useful activity for future research.

Integrating the Different Bases of Identity

One large area of difference that has existed

between psychological and sociological ap-

proaches to identity is that psychologists have

tended to focus their theories on social or

group-based identities while sociologists have

put the theoretical emphasis on role identities

as tied to a complex differentiated social struc-

ture. Identity theory (Burke and Stets 2009) has

suggested that identity processes should be the

same whether the identity is based on groups

or roles. The outcomes and consequences of

these common processes may differ, however,

because role identities maintain a complemen-

tarity to counter-role identities, while group

member identities maintain similarity to oth-

ers in the group. The third basis of identity, the

biosocial individual, has received only scant

attention in either sociology or psychology

and is in much need of development, though

we suggest that the operation of person or per-

sonal identities would follow the same princi-

ples as social or role identities.

Multiplicity of Identities

The notion that people have multiple iden-

tities is one that has permeated the identity

literature in both psychology and sociology,

finding roots in both William James (1890)

and George Herbert Mead (1934). Virtually

all contemporary identity theories include an

assumption of multiplicity, noting both the

seeming inevitability of multiplicity in the

postmodern world (Stets and Burke 2009)

and the possible psychological benefits of

multiplicity for the individual (e.g., Linville

1987; Thoits 1992; although some recent

research [Cerven 2010] suggests that these

benefits may only accrue if the identities are

verified). Theories differ, however, in the

amount of attention they pay to the structure

and relationship among identities. Tajfel’s

social identity theory, for example, simply ac-

knowledges that people have more than one

identity; J. Turner’s self-categorization the-

ory, with its emphasis on situational salience,

points to the range of possibilities that the

environment presents but gives little attention

to dispositional properties of the individual.

Other theorists have focused more intently

on the structure of identities within the per-

son. Stryker, for example, used the concept

of salience as an organizing principle, theo-

rizing that identities are organized on the

basis of their probability of being enacted in

a person’s social settings (Stryker and Serpe

1982). Burke and Stets (2009) also specifi-

cally theorize the relationship between multi-

ple identities in terms of a hierarchical control

system, in which the meanings output by

higher-level identities form the standards for

lower-level identities.

Sociologists frequently use the concept of

master identity to refer to overarching demo-

graphic categories such as gender and race;

this concept is less often found in the psycho-

logical literature. One approach to the issue of

multiplicity within psychology makes use of

statistical procedures called hierarchical

class analysis developed by de Boeck and

Rosenberg (1988) to empirically derive an

ideographic identity structure for each individ-

ual. By this analysis, one can empirically

determine, for example, whether a person has

a single overarching identity and what other

identities are subsumed by that identity, or

whether a variety of identities coexist at equiv-

alent levels of importance (Deaux 1993).

Multiplicity of identity is a good arena for

sociologists and psychologists to meet, particu-

larly when the analysis of these identities
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includes consideration of both the social cate-

gories and the meanings that are associated

with those categories. Some good theoretical

and empirical work has been done here (e.g.,

Crisp and Hewstone 2007), but we believe

that opportunities for further development exist.

We have highlighted three areas in which

bridges between sociology and psychology

might be extended and strengthened. Cer-

tainly, in an area as broad as identity, many

other candidates for connection could be con-

sidered as well. Much is to be gained, we

believe, by exploring these possibilities in

ways that will strengthen our overall under-

standing of identity from both sociological

and psychological vantage points.
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A
s indicated by Deaux and Burke (this

volume), sociology and psychology

have shared a tradition of discourse

allowing us to build upon each other’s ideas.

A conversation between social identity theory

and identity theory was initiated fifteen years

ago and addressed the similarities and differ-

ences between these theories (Hogg, Terry,

and White 1995; Stets and Burke 2000).

This type of communication between the

fields can further define our theories through

gaining a new perspective. We may also

advance identity research by working

together on areas that need development in

current theories. Deaux and Burke (this vol-

ume) have described three possible areas of

focus; we focus on a fourth, identity change.

One way to explore the conditions of iden-

tity change is to examine discrepancies or

what occurs when one’s identity, whether

social, role, or biosocial individual, is chal-

lenged in a situation. We might think of iden-

tity not as a point on a dimension of meaning,

such as caring, but as a distribution along the

dimension of meaning. A distribution will

show how tightly maintained a given identity

is; those with lower variance distributions

will have less flexibility and will be more vul-

nerable to identity discrepancies than those

with higher variance distributions. This con-

ceptualization demonstrates why a discrepancy

of the same magnitude may have no effect on

one person’s self-view yet have a devastating

effect on another’s. This understanding can

aid in the exploration of long-term processes

including identity change. Perhaps those with

more flexibility will experience less change

over time, or alternatively, tighten their distri-

bution as their identity becomes more defined.

Within social identity theory, we may use

a distributional understanding to account for

the way an individual’s social identity

changes as the ingroup defines itself relative

to an outgroup. The distribution of meaning

for the social identity may become less dis-

persed, less flexible, more important, and bet-

ter defined as the ingroup further

distinguishes itself. Research on social iden-

tity theory shows different motives can play

a crucial role when defining one’s identity

in intergroup situations. The need for positive

social identity and optimal distinctiveness

help structure and define a person’s social

identity within a given context and might

help us to understand the amount of change

in meaning distributions over time. Some of

these ideas are being developed by the first

author from a sociological perspective, but

it is evident these ideas can expand the under-

standing of psychological processes as well.

Keeping the lines of communication open

between disciplines and reading within our
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sister discipline can be the basis for collabo-

ration and joint theory building. Though col-

laborative theory and research may aid in

bridging identity theories by gaining new

perspectives, we can also achieve advance-

ment through focusing on common areas in

need of development in current theories of

identity.

REFERENCES

Hogg, Michael A., Deborah J. Terry, and Katherine M.

White. 1995. ‘‘A Tale of Two Theories: A Critical

Comparison of Identity Theory with Social Identity

Theory.’’ Social Psychology Quarterly 58:255–69.

Stets, Jan E. and Peter J. Burke. 2000. ‘‘Identity The-

ory and Social Identity Theory.’’ Social Psychol-

ogy Quarterly 63:224–37.

Transcending Cognitive Individualism

EVIATAR ZERUBAVEL
Rutgers University

ELIOT R. SMITH
Indiana University

DOI: 10.1177/0190272510388998

T
he inclusion of ‘‘cognition’’ in this issue’s

discussion of the two social psychologies

may seem puzzling: isn’t cognition the

uncontested territory of psychology? Doesn’t

this topic demand a narrow individualistic

focus that is alien to sociological thinking?

Current views both in the field of psychology

and in the culture at large answer these ques-

tions affirmatively. Advancing knowledge in

many areas of psychology and neuroscience,

underlined by dazzling images of brain scans,

appear to many professionals and to the public

to show that we are on the way to explaining

cognition purely in terms of processes within

the individual’s head.

Yet while such cognitive individualism

(Downes 1993) still dominates the popular

Western vision of cognition, modern scholar-

ship rejects such a personalized view of the

mind. Few students of cognition today still

envision a solitary thinker (as so evocatively

embodied in Rodin’s statue ‘‘The Thinker’’)

whose thoughts arise solely from his or her

own personal experience and idiosyncratic

outlook on the world. The rise of the modern

study of the mind coincides with the decline

of the Romantic vision of the individual

thinker and a growing interest in the nonper-

sonal foundations of our cognition.

To be sure, mental acts such as perceiving,

attending, remembering, framing, generalizing,

classifying, interpreting, and time reckoning

are always performed by specific individuals

with certain personal cognitive idiosyncrasies.

Yet they are also performed by social

beings who are members of specific thought

communities (Mannheim [1929]1936; Fleck

[1935]1979). In other words, what goes on

inside our heads is also affected by the partic-

ular thought communities (nations, churches,

professions, political movements, generations)

to which we belong. We thus think not only

as individuals but also as social beings (as

a German, a Muslim, a lawyer, a feminist,

a baby boomer), products of particular social

environments that both affect and constrain

the way we mentally interact with the world.

Even psychologists increasingly recognize

the limits of cognitive individualism. One

driving force is the realization that many phe-

nomena in the social world that we wish to

understand, such as intergroup conflict and

aggression, market bubbles, fads and fash-

ions, and overuse of public goods, are not

the outcome of any one individual’s decisions

and intentional actions. In fact, these phe-

nomena are often not intended or desired by

any of the individuals whose actions cause
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them to occur. Another driving force is the

effort to understand the many occasions

when people act collectively rather than as

independent individuals, whether in face-to-

face groups (mobs or riots, or rescuers rush-

ing to save victims of an earthquake) or as

members of social categories (antidiscrimina-

tion movements among oppressed minorities,

for example).

None of these types of collective phenom-

ena can be explained by an analysis that

focuses solely on individual cognition. Instead

they must be accounted for as emergent prod-

ucts of the interactions of many individuals,

each pursuing their own goals based on fallible

and limited information that they obtain from

their own particular thought communities.

Multi-agent modeling is a prime conceptual

tool to understand these emergent effects and

how they arise from the actions of many indi-

viduals, without central control or direction

(Macy and Willer 2002; Smith and Conrey

2007). This approach simulates many autono-

mous agents that behave based on their own

goals and their own knowledge. Agents inter-

act with each other and with a simulated envi-

ronment according to specified rules, allowing

theorists to see what outcome patterns ulti-

mately emerge from different assumed rules.

One example is the demonstration by Schel-

ling (1969) that individuals’ preferences to

live in areas where their group is not a minority

can create situations of near-complete group

segregation, an outcome that is not desired or

intended by any individual. Equally compel-

ling is Kalick and Hamilton’s (1986) model

of assortative mating (individuals’ tendency

to end up with romantic partners who are sim-

ilar to themselves in their level of physical

attractiveness). The model showed that this

results not from any centralized authority as-

signing people to mates, nor from individuals’

desire to find partners who are similar in this

way, but can emerge even when each individ-

ual is seeking a partner who is as attractive as

possible.

The rest of this article describes in depth

two broad approaches that help us transcend

individualism and to arrive at a more satisfac-

tory understanding of cognition.

A SOCIOLOGY OF THINKING

Cognitive sociology (Zerubavel 1997) re-

jects the extreme individualistic vision of

a ‘‘mental Robinson Crusoe,’’ reminding us

that we experience the world not only person-

ally, through our own senses, but also imper-

sonally, through our membership in various

thought communities. It also reminds us that

even our cognitive development is constrained

by specific social circumstances. Rather than

a solitary individual developing in a vacuum,

the child is a cognitive apprentice (Rogoff

1990) socially instructed by others.

Furthermore, cognitive sociology reminds

us that we inhabit an unmistakably intersub-

jective social world that is quite distinct

from the subjective world of the individual

(Schutz and Luckmann 1973), where time is

reckoned not according to our inner sense of

duration but in accordance with standard

time-reckoning systems such as clock time

and the calendar. The transcendence of sub-

jectivity and the social construction of inter-

subjectivity (Berger and Luckmann 1966)

are central to the sociology of the mind. Re-

jecting cognitive individualism, cognitive

sociology ignores the inner, personal world

of individuals and confines itself to the

impersonal social mindscapes we share in

common. Resisting the Romantic appeal of

cognitive individualism, it calls attention to

the strikingly similar manner in which differ-

ent individuals focus their attention, frame

their experience, assign meaning to objects,

and reckon the time, as well as to their com-

mon memories and remarkably similar cogni-

tive maps of the world.

Aside from highlighting the thought com-

munities within which we think, cognitive

sociology also calls attention to the normative

dimension of cognition, that is, to the various

cognitive norms that affect as well as con-

strain the way we think. After all, not only

overt behavior but also mental acts such as

perceiving, attending, classifying, interpreting,

and remembering are also bound by specific

normative constraints such as rules that specify

what ways of thinking are appropriate in a par-

ticular social community or situation. For
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example, social rules of focusing lead us to

disregard certain aspects of our surroundings

as mere ‘‘background’’ and essentially exclude

them from our attention. By the same token, it

is unmistakably social rules of remembrance

that tell us what we should remember and

what we may, or even must, forget.

It is likewise society that determines what

we come to regard as ‘‘reasonable’’ or as

‘‘making no sense,’’ and it does so by exerting

upon us tacit social pressure which we rarely

even notice unless we try to resist it. As

a result of such pressure, we come to perceive

sounds we hear as ‘‘classical’’ or ‘‘folk’’ as

well as to reckon the time in standard terms

such as ‘‘four o’clock,’’ ‘‘Friday,’’ and

‘‘2010’’ even when we are all by ourselves.

Like any other social norm, cognitive

norms are something we learn. We learn

how to focus our attention, frame our experi-

ence, generalize, remember, and reason in

a socially appropriate manner. We likewise

learn to ‘‘see’’ the fine lines separating ‘‘liber-

als’’ from ‘‘conservatives’’ and the edible

from the inedible, as well as to distinguish

‘‘fiction’’ from ‘‘nonfiction’’ (Zerubavel

[1991]1993).

Indeed, we also learn to see things as sim-

ilar to or different from one another. After all,

when classifying things, we always regard

only some of the differences among items

as significant, ignoring others as irrelevant,

yet which differences are considered signifi-

cant is something we learn, and ignoring

those that ‘‘make no difference’’ involves

tacit social pressure to disattend them. Sepa-

rating the relevant from the irrelevant is not

just a logical but also a normative matter.

Through such process of cognitive social-

ization we actually enter the social, intersub-

jective world. Becoming social, in short,

implies learning not only how to act but

also how to think in a social manner. As

we learn to see the world through the mental

lenses of particular thought communities, we

come to assign to objects the same meaning

they have for others around us and to

remember the same things that they do.

Needless to say, the fact that we undergo

cognitive socialization underscores the

considerable amount of control society has

over what we attend to, how we reason,

what we remember, and how we interpret

our experiences.

Many of these insights are also shared by

the social identity tradition in psychological

social psychology (Tajfel and Turner 1986).

This line of theory links individual cognition

to the significant group memberships that

help constitute the psychological self, and

holds that these social groups establish

norms. These in turn become internalized

standards governing individual thought,

feeling, and behavior even when the individ-

ual is not physically in the presence of other

group members. In the social identity

tradition, then, groups can be conceptualized

as communities of knowledge that establish

norms, pervasively shaping individual

thought.

DISTRIBUTED COGNITION IN SOCIAL

NETWORKS

Cognitive sociology emphasizes mostly

our long-term memberships in thought com-

munities that socialize us and establish norms

for our ways of thinking as well as acting. A

complementary trend is to focus on shorter

time scales, examining the contexts in which

individuals exist and function, conceptualized

as social networks. The goal is to understand

how information and social influence flowing

through the network enable and shape indi-

vidual cognition. The interdisciplinary sci-

ence of networks that arose in the 1990s has

already discovered powerful concepts that

apply to networks of all sorts, from social net-

works of relationships among people (our

concern here) to artifacts such as the highway

grid to abstract networks such as the link

structure of the Web. The structural proper-

ties of a network shape both the speed and

the patterns of information and influence as

they flow between individuals (Mason, Con-

rey, and Smith 2007). Recent studies, for

example, show how physical and affective

states such as obesity and loneliness are influ-

enced by others in our social networks (e.g.,

Cacioppo, Christakis, and Fowler 2009).
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Our cognition also depends on the social

network. The ‘‘situated cognition’’ movement

of the 1990s, drawing on many earlier roots

(Clark 1997), rejected abstract information-

processing models of cognition in favor of

a picture of the individual in detailed,

moment-by-moment interaction with the

environment, with cognition supported by

sensory-motor systems (the principle of

embodiment) and ‘‘scaffolded’’ by environ-

mental supports. Smith and Semin (2004)

applied the term ‘‘socially situated cogni-

tion,’’ further developing this line of thinking

by emphasizing not the physical but the social

environment. A key principle is that cognition

is often distributed, implemented by more

than one individual, as dyads, groups, or other

types of thought communities acquire, store,

process, integrate, and retrieve information.

Not only small, local dyads or groups can

be seen as scaffolding cognition: entire cul-

tural systems can be seen as capacious,

increasingly easy-to-access, offline memory.

Thanks, Google!

As one example of the type of analysis

provided by this perspective, consider the

concept of the script, a set of rules for how

to behave in familiar situations such as eating

at a fast-food restaurant. Earlier psychological

models (Schank and Abelson 1977) regarded

scripts as private knowledge used to regulate

behavior. However, in a real restaurant there

are plentiful environmental supports that

allow customers to do the right thing: signs

saying ‘‘order here’’ or ‘‘pay here,’’ or lines

of customers waiting their turn. Relying on

these scaffolds allows successful negotiation

of the situation without detailed mental

scripts, only some basic cultural knowledge

(such as, go to the end of the line and wait

your turn).

As another example, in forming impres-

sions of those they know, individuals have

frequently been assumed to rely solely on

their own observations or interactions with

the target, and their own mental processes

of interpretation, stereotype use, evaluation,

and the like. In contrast, in real life we com-

monly draw on information provided by oth-

ers through gossip as well as using our own

observations and interactions with the target

person (Smith and Collins 2009). Impression

formation is socially distributed cognition —

and its product is not just an impression

within one individual’s head, but a reputa-

tion, the more or less consensually shared

impression of the target that spreads through

the social network constituting the relevant

thought community (Craik 2008). This per-

spective opens up many fascinating ques-

tions that simply do not arise if person

perception is narrowly seen as individual

cognition. For example, how do people inter-

pret gossip from others that disagrees with

their own impression of a target? This

situation is surely common, for research es-

tablishes that different perceivers often

hold different views of another even when

they are based on the same information

(e.g., Mohr and Kenny 2006). Are people

aware of the potential biases that can influ-

ence the content of gossip, and do they try

to correct for them? To what extent do peo-

ple take a target’s reputation as well as their

own private impression into account in

deciding how and whether to interact with

the target?

Questions such as these can be answered,

and cognition can be fully understood, only

with the aid of methods that allow us to cross

conceptual levels. We need to study individu-

als in the context of their dyadic interactions,

social networks, thought communities, and

groups. Methodological individualism, with

theory and research focusing on isolated indi-

viduals, has produced great advances in the

study of cognition, but it must be supple-

mented with methods that allow the develop-

ment of theory spanning levels—multi-agent

modeling as an example—as well as empiri-

cal methods that provide rich, time-dense ob-

servations of individuals embedded in their

communities and networks of interaction

and influence. Only such an approach, as

taken by Christakis and Fowler (2007), for

example, will allow us to understand how

members of a town’s population interact

with each other, mutually influencing each

other’s exercise habits, eating habits, and ulti-

mately levels of obesity.
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C
ognition offers a natural setting for the

intersection of the research interests of

both sociologists and psychologists.

The study of cultural influences on automatic

processing highlights the shared interests of

social psychologists from both disciplines
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(e.g., DiMaggio 1997; Cerulo 2010). In par-

ticular, the examination of subcultural differ-

ences in person perception is a promising

topic for future collaboration.

Psychological social psychologists have

spent decades examining how individuals

come to form coherent mental representations

of other people. The general psychological

model of impression formation involves

stages in which individuals first categorize

an actor in a relatively automatic fashion

based on available cues (appearance, behav-

ior) and give more elaborate thought to their

impression only under certain circumstances

(see Fiske and Neuberg 1990; Gilbert, Pel-

ham, and Krull 1988). This model includes

a number of assumptions, perhaps most nota-

bly that information processing is the same

across individuals. Although some cultural

differences have been noted (particularly in

terms of causal attributions; e.g., Miller

1984; Morris and Peng 1994), most differ-

ences are assumed to occur during later stages

of processing, and social psychologists’

examination of cultural influences has been

largely limited to contrasting Eastern (or col-

lectivist) and Western (or individualistic)

cultures.

Although this broad East-West divide is an

important one, we know that culture can

also be defined in much more local terms.

Sociologists have studied numerous subcul-

tures, including professional subcultures,

regional subcultures, youth subcultures, class

subcultures, and subcultures associated with

hobbies, such as hiking, knitting, and mush-

room hunting, frequently noting their diverse

norms of thought and perception. Perhaps

even more so than deliberate thought, auto-

matic forms of cognition rely heavily and

uncritically on culturally available schemas

(see DiMaggio 1997:269), so it is important

to further contextualize the impression forma-

tion process; this process often occurs not

only within particular social networks (Smith

and Collins 2009), but also embedded within

particular subcultures.

One important way that subcultural

membership influences person perception is

through the creation of salience. Even some-

thing as seemingly self-evident as what cues

are relevant when determining another per-

son’s sex can vary subculturally. For example,

transgender people often view the human body

in light of the possibility of transitioning

between the sexes, a unique perspective that

heightens their awareness of both the similari-

ties between male and female bodies and their

key differences—the body parts that are the

most common barriers to ‘‘passing.’’

Subcultures can also differ in what types

of information are available about people in

the first place. Whether normatively with-

held, disregarded, or simply unavailable, our

perceptions of others are in part a reflection

of the particular details of appearance and

behavior that we cannot access. For instance,

without information about a person’s skin

color, blind people’s perceptions of race are

significantly different from the typical sighted

experience. And the type of personal infor-

mation one provides to others in a knitting cir-

cle no doubt differs substantially from the

type of information one provides to other

members in a swingers club. Norms regarding

the acceptance of gossip, and whether it is

appropriate to talk about absent individuals,

may also vary substantially between subcul-

tures, with significant influence on the

impressions we form of others.

The examination of these and other sub-

cultural influences on person perception by

both sociologists and psychologists will allow

for more comprehensive accounts of the

mechanisms of cultural cognition—the spe-

cific sociocognitive processes through which

the social world shapes our perceptions

(whether mental representations or literal sen-

sory perceptions).

REFERENCES

Cerulo, Karen. 2010. ‘‘Mining the Intersections of

Cognitive Sociology and Neuroscience.’’ Poetics

38:115–32.

DiMaggio, Paul. 1997. ‘‘Culture and Cognition.’’

Annual Review of Sociology 23:263–87.

Gilbert, Daniel T., Brett W. Pelham, and Douglas S.

Krull. 1988. ‘‘On Cognitive Busyness: When

326 SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY QUARTERLY

 at Galter Health Sciences Library on November 10, 2011spq.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://spq.sagepub.com/


Person Perceivers Meet Persons Perceived.’’

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology

54:733–40.

Fiske, Susan T. and Steven L. Neuberg. 1990. ‘‘A

Continuum of Impression Formation, from

Category-Based to Individuating Processes:

Influences of Information and Motivation on

Attention and Interpretation.’’ Pp. 1-74 in

Advances in Experimental Social Psychology,

edited by M. Zanna. New York: Academic Press.

Miller, Joan G. 1984. ‘‘Culture and the Development

of Everyday Social Explanation.’’ Journal of Per-

sonality and Social Psychology 46:961–78.

Morris, Michael W. and Kaiping Peng. 1994. ‘‘Culture

and Cause: American and Chinese Attributions for

Social and Physical Events.’’ Journal of Personal-

ity and Social Psychology 67:949–71.

Smith, Eliot R. and Elizabeth C. Collins. 2009. ‘‘Con-

textualizing Person Perception: Distributed Social

Cognition.’’ Psychological Review 116:343–64.

The Social Psychologies of Emotion: A Bridge That Is Not Too Far

LYNN SMITH-LOVIN
Duke University

PIOTR WINKIELMAN
University of California—San Diego

DOI: 10.1177/0190272510389003

T
raditionally, emotion is a topic more

central to psychology than to sociology.

The Annual Review of Psychology has

almost 400 articles that mention emotion since

1975, while the Annual Review of Sociology

has roughly one-third as many in that period.

Rather than bridging the two disciplinary can-

ons, the early literature in sociology was

focused on establishing that it had something

distinctive to say about this apparently indi-

vidual phenomenon (see early reviews by

Gordon 1981 and Smith-Lovin 1995). During

that time, the study of emotion in psychology,

on the other hand, was focused on the relation-

ship between emotion and cognition (Mandler

1975; Zajonc 2000), and the nature-nurture

type of questions like physiological specificity

of emotions and the universality of facial

expression (Ekman 2003; Russel 1994). Most

of the cross-citation was from classic sources

like Schachter and Singer (1962) in psychol-

ogy and Goffman (1959) in sociology. As the

modern literature in both fields matures, we

hope there may be more potential for mutual

interest. Here, we briefly review some

developments in both fields, and offer

a research agenda that may be beneficial to

both disciplines.

SOCIOLOGICAL SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY: EMO-

TION AS CULTURE AND CUE

The sociology of emotion began in the

mid-1970s with debates about how many

basic emotions there were (Kemper 1987)

and about the normative nature of emotional

response (Hochschild 1983).1 Sociologists of

emotion emphasize the fact that the meanings

of emotions—their antecedents, their preva-

lence, and their modes of expression—differ

over historical time, institutional arrange-

ments, and material resources. The macro-

level work on the relationship between

emotional norms (or feeling rules) and these

material historical determinants is not really

a social psychological enterprise at all. Rather,

it is focused in the social constructionist tradi-

tion of the discipline, and is more closely akin

to cultural sociology and the relationship

between structure and culture that dominates

Order of authorship is alphabetical; our contributions

are equal.

1 For reviews of this literature, see Smith-Lovin

(1995), Stets and Turner (2006), Thoits (2004), and

Turner and Stets (2006).
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that subfield. An example of this macro-level

approach to the sociology of emotions is

Stearns and Stearns’s (1986) argument that

the Industrial Revolution and its changing

arrangements of work and family life led to

a view of the family as an emotional haven

from an impersonal, brutal work environment.

They suggest that this shift led middle-class

Americans to view anger as a disruptive force

that required control. Another macro-level

example is Lofland’s (1985) argument that

grief is experienced more intensely and for

longer durations in modern times, because of

shifts in demography (smaller families, lower

infant mortality) and living arrangements

(more private space to withdraw from others).

The other major thread of sociological work

on emotions explores how emotions arise from

social interaction and motivate subsequent

social action. This micro-level work is at the

center of sociological social psychology. It

offers more potential for bridging to psycho-

logical research on emotion. Most of this

work falls into three themes. The biggest

body of work looks at emotional socialization

and regulation, especially among adults in

occupational settings. This research builds on

the concept of emotional labor introduced by

Hochschild (1983). Many different occupa-

tional settings have been studied—flight at-

tendants, supermarket clerks, fast food

servers, bill collectors, sales workers, doctors,

nurses, paralegals, attorneys, wedding consul-

tants, among others (see Thoits 2004: 365–6

for a review). A smaller literature looks at

emotion socialization among children and ado-

lescents, mainly concentrating on how this

socialization is accomplished and the emotion

norms that are communicated (e.g., Simon,

Eder, and Evans 1992). Finally, there is a sub-

stantial literature on techniques of emotion

management that people use to conform to

emotion norms (Thoits 2004).

The second major theme relates emotional

experience to health outcomes. This work links

social structural positions, the life course, and

major life events to mental distress or happiness

(e.g., Mirowsky and Ross 2003). More directly

related to the sociological theme of emotion

norms, Thoits (1985) discusses how emotional

deviance can lead to labeling of self or others

as mentally ill. Finally, there is a small but

interesting literature on how emotional dynam-

ics are used within clinical settings for thera-

peutic purposes (Francis 2006).

The third theme in the micro-level sociol-

ogy of emotions focuses explicitly on social

interaction, and how the form of that interac-

tion can produce systematic emotional out-

puts. This work was labeled ‘‘positivist’’ in

the early era of the sociology of emotion

(e.g., Kemper 1977) because it assumes that

emotions are produced spontaneously by cer-

tain social arrangements and that those emo-

tional responses have been selected by

evolutionary processes and have functional

value. In work within the group processes tra-

dition, microsociology has focused on how

status-ordered interactions generate emo-

tional responses which foster group cohesion

or generate tensions that must be dealt with

for task work to proceed (see review in

Ridgeway 2006). Researchers have described

the emotional responses that arise systemati-

cally from social exchange, and their implica-

tions for the development of relationship

commitment and group identity (Lawler,

Thye, and Yoon 2009). Emotional responses

to injustice in exchange have also seen

some work (e.g., Robinson, Clay-Warner,

and Smith-Lovin 2010).

Closely related is research growing out of

the symbolic interactionist tradition focusing

on how identities (created by role occupancy,

group membership, or salient differentiating

personal characteristics) generate emotions.

The fact that identity occupancy creates inter-

actions that foster typical emotions (called

‘‘structural emotions’’ by Kemper [1977])

links this work to the survey research tradi-

tion on mental distress and happiness. Most

research, however, has concentrated on situa-

tions where identities are not maintained.

There is a lively debate (and somewhat mixed

empirical literature) on how social interac-

tions that disturb identity meanings influence

emotional responses (Smith-Lovin and Rob-

inson 2006).
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Linkages to Psychology

Connections between the microsociology

of emotion and psychological work on the

topic are clearest in the third tradition of

work on social interaction and emotion. The

close link between sociological and psycho-

logical work on exchange processes is dis-

cussed elsewhere in this collection (Fiske

and Molm this volume); psychological work

on emotional responses to injustice is also

foundational (see review in Robinson et al.

2010). Much of the research on identity and

emotional response parallels closely several

psychological theories of self-regulation and

self-consistency (e.g., Higgins 1987; Swann

1987; Carver and Scheier 2001). One recent

psychological framework that explicitly dis-

cusses the role of identity in elicitation and

expression of emotion is the Intergroup Rela-

tion Theory (Smith and Mackie 2008).

Even in work on emotion norms, emo-

tional socialization, and emotional deviance,

it is implicit that there is some type of spon-

taneous emotional response that needs to be

regulated. Occupational settings often give

rise to emotional responses that would be

problematic if expressed directly (for exam-

ple, when medical work requires dealing

with disgusting bodily functions or when ser-

vice work requires attention to situations

which are not inherently interesting). Emo-

tional deviance, and the labeling that it creates,

explicitly acknowledges the fact that emo-

tional responses are not always well-regulated

by normative structures (e.g., Gross 2008).

The research on how social structures

influence emotional distress, loneliness, hap-

piness, and health outcomes rests upon a psy-

chological literature that links stress to its

physiological effects on other health-related

processes (Cacioppo, Fowler, Christakis

2009; Miller, Chen, and Cole 2009). Interdis-

ciplinary work here is the norm rather than

the exception.

PSYCHOLOGICAL SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY:

EMOTION AS EMBODIMENT

Psychological debates about the nature of

emotion have in many ways paralleled

sociological ones. Psychology, like sociology,

has a long literature discussing the classifica-

tion and number of basic emotions, vigor-

ously debating the degree of universality in

their expression, physiology, and their evolu-

tionary history (Ekman 2003; Russel 1994). It

also has a very active debate over the degree

to which emotions are tied to rational cogni-

tion and are consciously processed (see dis-

cussion in Zajonc 2000). Recent work has

focused on embodiment theories of emotion

(for review, see Niedenthal et al. 2005).

These theories developed in response to sym-

bolic theories of information processing (Fo-

dor 1975). According to those symbolic

theories, in order to be ‘‘thought about’’ (pro-

cessed by higher-level cognitive functions),

all experiences (including social experiences,

like emotional responses) have to be first

transduced from their modality-based form

(including perceptual, somatosensory and

motor systems) into symbolic, language-like

representations (propositions). Embodiment

theories, on the other hand, assume that

modalities are always involved in processing

of the experience. That is, embodiment hap-

pens both in the original active interaction

with a stimulus as well as in later thought

about the now-absent stimulus (Niedenthal

et al. 2005). Such embodiment often involves

imitation, so that the processes by which we

understand the experiences of others mimic

the processes by which we experience emo-

tions directly ourselves. For example, think-

ing about a partner’s pain might generate

some of the same physical reactions that

a painful stimulus directly experienced would

generate. Thinking about a past experience

with a lying politician might regenerate some

of the same responses that the initial encounter

elicited (a roiling stomach) as well as new

motor responses (a clenched fist). Even think-

ing about abstract emotion concepts (e.g.,

delighted, or irritable) generates mild but con-

gruent facial expressions, which seem neces-

sary for a fast and accurate identification of

such concepts (Niedenthal et al. 2009).

The modality-based view of emotion pro-

cessing is informed by fast-growing knowl-

edge about the neuroscience of emotion. A
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detailed review of those findings is outside

the scope of this piece (see a summary in He-

berlein and Atkinson 2009). A few general

points about the neural basis of these phe-

nomena are useful, however. First, the new

embodiment theories assume that neither cen-

tral nor peripheral systems have priority; they

tend to run simultaneously during both initial

processing and later (re)creation of emotional

experience. A related point is that it does not

make much sense to talk about ‘‘primitive’’ and

‘‘advanced’’ systems of the brain. The neural

representations of emotion have not been static

in evolutionary history, and have changed

along with the addition of higher-order cogni-

tive processing, such that the whole emotional

brain works together to generate the appropriate

emotional response (Damasio 1999).

Further, as mentioned, the essence of the

embodiment approach is that perception,

reaction, understanding, and action are intrin-

sically intertwined and support each other.

Thus, the neural systems supporting these

processes are simultaneously active. For

example, processing of facial expressions

will draw on ‘‘core’’ brain areas, which per-

form basic feature extraction and encode

invariant (structural) and variant (person-

and movement-related) features (e.g., fusiform

gyrus, inferior occipital gyrus, the superior

temporal sulcus). But, in addition to these

core areas, recognizing facial expressions

also recruits areas involved in (a) detecting

emotional significance (amygdala), (b) sensing

and moving the perceivers’ own faces, such as

the somatosensory and motor cortex, (c) inter-

oception, such as the insula, and (d) linking

bodily feedback to abstract cortical representa-

tion, such as the ventromedial prefrontal cor-

tex (vmPFC). This multi-modality explains

why people are slower to recognize changes

in facial expressions if their facial muscles

are constrained by holding a pen and cannot

mimic those expressions spontaneously (Ober-

man, Winkielman, and Ramachandran 2007).

Evidence that people with autism spectrum

disorder (ASD) use only cold (rule-based)

rather than hot (embodied) strategies for emo-

tion recognition reinforces the sense that

embodied modalities are essential for

spontaneous, rapid, effective emotional re-

sponses of normal interaction (Winkielman,

McIntosh, and Oberman 2009). Those diag-

nosed with ASD show less rapid mimicry

(McIntosh et al. 2006), and appear to have

less response in the so-called ‘‘mirror neuron

areas’’ when processing emotional information

(Dapretto et al. 2005).

Linkages to Sociology

On the face of it, psychology’s movement

from a symbolic representation of emotional

processing to embodiment theories would

seem to conflict with the central tenets of sym-

bolic interactionism, which dominates socio-

logical thought. However, the suggestion that

other modalities interact with symbolic repre-

sentations to create a ‘‘lived experience’’ of

emotional life is consistent with this sociolog-

ical framework. Attention to the new field of

neurosociology (TenHouten 1997; Franks

2010) and an increasing interest in the evolu-

tionary basis of emotion (Turner and Stets

2005) provides additional connections

between work in the two fields. The work on

embodiment within psychology can illuminate

how emotion management techniques work in

‘‘deep acting’’ emotion management (Hochs-

child 1983), and how rituals evoke common

emotional energy in their participants (Collins

2004). Finally, the fact that even abstract emo-

tion concepts are embodied provides a mecha-

nism through which social structure can

literally get ‘‘under the skin’’ and convert

a symbolic meaning to a physical experience

(see also Lakoff and Johnson 1999).

CONCLUSIONS: TRENDS AND AGENDA SETTING

Attention to neuroscientific foundations is

shaping both sociological and psychological

understanding of emotion and its role in

social interaction. One area where interdisci-

plinary development might benefit both fields

is the closer linkage between this neurologi-

cal work and theoretical models. For exam-

ple, there has been a debate in sociology

about the impact of identity verification on

emotions. Identity theory (Burke and Stets

2009) implies that lack of verification always
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results in negative emotion, while affect con-

trol theory (Heise 2007) implies that the char-

acter of emotion that results from identity

disruption varies depending on the nature of

the identity and the direction of its disruption

(see a more complete discussion in Smith-

Lovin and Robinson 2006). Data from fMRI

studies might help to disambiguate the mixed

findings in this domain, since the neural

structures involved in evaluation, potency,

and activation as well as those involved in

the processing of uncertainty are fairly well

understood.

Sociological work can enrich psychologi-

cal findings by adding a framework to the

systematic observations that are made in

social interactions. Things that are regarded

as ‘‘habit’’ by psychologists are structured

by institutional surroundings (Wood and

Neal 2007). There is little attention paid to

the situational constraints within which

behavior occurs.

Decision-making, the core concern of the

new study of neuroeconomics, views choices

as shaped by information and valuation.

Sociological theories can show how informa-

tion and its acquisition are structured, and

how symbolic labeling then shapes reactions

by shaping responses to new information.

For example, a recent study shows that brain

structures involved in responses to primary

rewards (e.g., erotic pictures) overlap with

those representing symbolic rewards (e.g.,

money); this phenomenon results in mutual

influence, driving actual gambling choices

(Knutson et al. 2008). However, a sociological

perspective on money and sex would predict

that neural and psychological representation

of these ‘‘goods’’ can dissociate under differ-

ent symbolic description, as their linkages are

specific to a particular sociocultural settings.

In short, integrating sociological, psychologi-

cal, and neural levels of analysis can result

not only in more comprehensive theories,

but in specific novel empirical predictions.
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E
motion research demonstrates, perhaps

more clearly than any other subarea in

social psychology, that problems of the-

oretical interest or practical significance are

not divided neatly along disciplinary bound-

aries. Researchers acknowledge both organic

and social underpinnings of emotion, but the

intersections between biological and struc-

tural processes can be difficult to negotiate.

We review recent findings about the hormone

oxytocin in the context of sociological theory

to offer a concrete illustration of these inter-

sections, revealing the value of transdisciplin-

ary research to the field of emotion. We

suggest that traditional boundaries and dis-

tinctions such as nature versus nurture will

need to be replaced by a systemic approach,

allowing for more complex conceptions of

process and mutual feedback across levels

of analysis.

Studies of the hormone oxytocin illustrate

the complexity of explaining emotions as the

outcome of environmental and social interac-

tions with human biology. Oxytocin and its

close analogues are broadly involved in repro-

ductive activity across species, and in bonding

to conspecifics in a subset of these species,

including humans. Controlled experiments

suggest that differences in the locations of re-

ceptors for this hormone influence the forma-

tion of long-term pair bonds in rodents

(Carter et al. 2008) and that a lack of oxytocin

during early development may decrease bond-

ing in later life (Carter 2003). Though con-

trolled experiments involving humans are

few, intranasal administration of the hormone

can increase humans’ tendency to engage in

cooperative behavior (Kosfeld 2005), and

variation in genes known to govern oxytocin

is related to both the ability to recognize oth-

ers’ moods and the tendency to empathize

with others (Domes et al. 2007). These human

tendencies affect the processes by which social

networks are formed and maintained, socioaf-

fective information is transmitted, and norms

develop.

Sociocognitive processes also act upon

these structures. People are more likely to

form relationships with those who are demo-

graphically and behaviorally similar, and

those who provide opportunities to enact val-

ued social identities. This generates social

networks that are largely homogeneous. In

some cases, social and biological processes

can be mutually reinforcing. For instance,

oxytocin release increases in response to sup-

portive physical contact and nonverbal affili-

ation cues (Morhenn et al. 2008), reinforcing

bonds between individuals who are socially

linked. In this example, both social and bio-

logical processes support the extant social

structure, increasing the emotional bond for

ties that are more physically proximate and

socially intimate. In cases where biological

and social cues conflict we may find unex-

pected emotional outcomes, difficult to

explain by biology or structure alone.

Similarly, social structure shapes the pro-

cesses that influence human biology. Patterns

of social interaction, structural status and

power dynamics, and the influence structure

of our social network determine how we

weight information, which norms we per-

ceive as consensual, and our emotional

experiences during social interaction. Addi-

tionally, embeddedness in a social network
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reinforces the salience of a given repertoire

of identities, increasing our commitment to

those identities and our drive to maintain

our beliefs about them. In so doing, the

social order structures cognitive perfor-

mance, situated emotional activity, and

opportunities for biological features to

become manifest. Thus, social structural

processes can influence the release of oxyto-

cin via the patterning of behavior, and may

have behavioral and emotional implications

that shape sociality.

A recent upsurge in emotion research

focusing on the mutual interdependencies

between biological and micro- and macro-

level social processes suggests a growing

interest in transdisciplinary and systems-

oriented research. The example discussed

here raises questions that could be addressed

by such research. Do cross-cultural variations

in norms of touching affect social network

formation by shaping patterns of bonding?

In the Internet age, will social relationships

be fundamentally different as a function of

decreased physical contact? Might natural

variation in bonding behaviors influence the

diversity of a person’s social connections?

These possibilities seem plausible in light

of the research outlined above, but develop-

ing multi-level research methods to test

these questions is a challenge that spans

the disciplines.
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H
ow can researchers undertake a vigor-

ous cross-disciplinary research agenda

on gender? This question might seem

unnecessary given that that the study of gen-

der, which addresses the many origins and

consequences of being male or female,

already is highly interdisciplinary. In princi-

ple, most social psychologists agree that both

individual and societal factors are needed for

a complete understanding of gender. Most soci-

ologists recognize that gendered social struc-

tures work through influences on individual

men and women, and most psychologists

acknowledge that the meaning of maleness and

femaleness is embedded within the broader

structures of society.

In our many years of studying the psychol-

ogy and sociology of gender, however, we

have found that, in practice, social psycholog-

ical research on gender typically is conducted
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from either a sociological or a psychological

perspective. Although researchers in the

two social psychologies might acknowledge

the wide range of factors that are involved in

understanding the differences between men’s

and women’s behavior, many empirical studies

and theoretical explanations recognize only

a small part of this larger puzzle. It is easy to

understand why researchers often limit their

work to a largely sociological or psychological

tradition. It is most straightforward to collect

empirical data in the research paradigms

already established in a discipline. Also,

because of disciplinary department structures,

conferences, and publication outlets, it may

seem that the primary audience for one’s

work lies within one’s own discipline, and so

it is logical to tailor research to that audience.

In this article, we explain why a truly inter-

disciplinary approach is necessary to study gen-

der and offer our current thinking about how to

pursue this goal. We first provide a description

of gender as it plays out at the individual, inter-

personal, and societal levels. We then give

examples, drawing from wage disparities and

from rates of sexual maturation, to illustrate

the value of treating gender as comprised of

inherently linked processes operating at multi-

ple levels of analysis. As we explain, social

psychologists often focus their investigation

of gender on the interpersonal level, and in so

doing psychologists may miss that gender is

embedded in broader societal structures, and

sociologists may miss that gender is enacted

by individuals who differ in important ways.

Finally, we provide some initial thoughts on

how to study the interconnectivity across indi-

vidual, interpersonal, and societal processes.

GENDER INHERENTLY IS A MULTI-LEVEL

PHENOMENON

The central reason for taking an interdisci-

plinary approach is that gender is a variable

that exists across individual, relational, and

societal levels of analysis and exerts influ-

ence at each level. At essence, gender refers

to the socially shared meanings that people

and societies ascribe to males and females.

These meanings rest on a biology in which

most humans possess the standard XX or

XY chromosomes. The biological differences

are culturally and materially elaborated in

societies into a multi-level system of gen-

dered social practices including cultural be-

liefs and institutional structures at the

societal level, gendered patterns of interaction

at the interpersonal level, and gendered selves

and bodies at the individual level.

Although resting on physical difference,

the specific content of the shared meanings

a society attaches to gender reflects the social

division of labor between men and women in

that society (Wood and Eagly 2002). These

culturally shared understandings then shape

the way that individuals conceive of them-

selves as men and women in their society

and, thus, the way that they behave and orga-

nize their social relations with others. Illustrat-

ing this complexity, contemporary research

findings on gender demonstrate that gender

can only be understood adequately through

multiple levels of analysis.

NEED FOR AN INTERDISCIPLINARY APPROACH

A striking example of the multiple levels

necessary to explain gender comes from

sociological research efforts to explain gender

inequality in wages and authority solely at

a socioeconomic level. A second compelling

example comes from psychological efforts

to explain age of menarche in girls solely at

an individual, biological level.

With respect to the workplace, gender

inequality in wages and authority in America

have been shown to be largely a product of

sex segregation of the occupational structure

and of organizational procedures for structuring

jobs, hiring, and evaluating pay (Reskin,

McBrier, and Kmec 1999). Nonetheless, this

research has yet to explain the mechanisms

through which gender inequality is infused into

organizational structures. Such mechanisms

most plausibly include cultural beliefs and asso-

ciated social psychological processes that govern

interpersonal relations (Ridgeway 2006). For

example, Steinberg (1995) describes how cul-

tural beliefs about gender influenced the judg-

ments of those who originally devised a set of
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pay-setting procedures that have since been

widely used in organizations. The resulting pro-

cedures, Steinberg argues, make it more likely

that the type of work typically done by men

will be rated as more complex and assigned

higher pay than that typically done by women.

In recognition of the explanatory gap, Bar-

bara Reskin (2003), in her presidential address

to the American Sociological Association,

acknowledged that cognitive and social identity

processes that work within organizational struc-

tures are the underlying source of most gender

or racial bias in the contemporary workplace.

She also points out, however, that the specific

designs of organizational structures act to either

suppress or encourage individual tendencies

toward implicit gender and racial bias within

these organizations. In this way, organizational

structures also contribute importantly to the

degree of gender and racial inequality in the

workplace. In this view, then, understanding

a gendered pattern of inequality at the socio-

economic level requires a joint consideration

of processes at the socioeconomic and interper-

sonal, social psychological level.

With respect to sexual development, the

age of menarche in girls was once believed

to be entirely genetically determined through

the biological maturation of the adrenal

glands and the hypothalamic-pituitary-

gonadal axis. However, recent research has

shown that this maturation is influenced by

girls’ psychosocial environment, especially

psychosocial stressors such as father absence

and emotionally distant mother-daughter rela-

tions (Ellis 2004). Societal and ecological

factors also are important in that girls begin

menstruating as early as around 12 years in

some urban postindustrial societies and as

late as 18 years or more in some rural high-

land areas such as Papua New Guinea or

high altitude Nepali groups. The age of first

menarche is a socially important signal of

emerging womanhood that is celebrated in

some societies with rituals and greater

assumption of adult roles. Addressing sexual

development solely through biological pro-

cesses fails to capture the ways in which mat-

uration depends on and is elaborated through

psychological and societal features.

In these examples, gendered phenomena at

one level of analysis cannot be adequately

explained by reference only to processes at

that level. When researchers begin to incorpo-

rate processes from other levels of analysis in

their explanations, they are not simply adding

new variables to the list of factors to be statis-

tically controlled in their analyses. By seri-

ously considering processes at multiple levels

of analysis, researchers are forced to re-

conceptualize their understanding of gender.

Thus, sociologists studying gender and work

must rethink the processes by which organiza-

tional structures become inscribed with gen-

dered meanings for individuals. Researchers

studying sexual maturation are forced to

appreciate the ways that social processes influ-

ence and elaborate on hormonal regulation.

These reconceptualizations, spurred by cross-

level analyses, are necessary first steps to the

development of more comprehensive and

explanatory theories of gender.

SOCIOLOGICAL AND PSYCHOLOGICAL

PERSPECTIVES ON GENDER

Given that social psychology draws on

sociological and psychological perspectives,

it should be well positioned to integrate

multi-level perspectives on gender. Yet,

social psychologists often fail to recognize

the full potential of linking gendered interper-

sonal processes to both societal and individ-

ual manifestations of gender.

Consider how each discipline addresses the

nature of the beliefs that people hold about

men and women. Psychologists have focused

on gender stereotypes, especially beliefs that

women are particularly communal (i.e., warm,

caring) and men are particularly agentic (i.e.,

dominant, assertive; Wood and Eagly 2010).

These stereotypes influence a range of social

interactions by, for example, forming the basis

for self-fulfilling prophecies in which per-

ceivers act on stereotypic beliefs and thereby

influence targets’ behavior. Sociologists have

focused on widely shared gender status beliefs

that culturally link men to greater worthiness

and competence than women. Gender status be-

liefs shape judgments and behaviors in ways
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that create contextually varying degrees of gen-

der inequality in interaction (Ridgeway and

Correll 2004).

The sociological account of how gender

status beliefs shape interaction overlaps sub-

stantially with the psychological account of

how stereotypes influence behavior. In both

views, for example, gender beliefs can sup-

press or boost performance in interpersonal

settings—through gender status beliefs in

sociology (Ridgeway and Correll 2004) and

through stereotype threat in psychology

(Steele 1997). Additionally, Foschi’s (2000)

documentation in sociology of status-based

double standards for judging ability corre-

sponds in some ways with Biernat’s (2003)

psychological demonstration of shifting stan-

dards in stereotype judgments.

Despite the many similarities in perspec-

tive, neither gender status researchers in soci-

ology nor gender stereotype researchers in

psychology have fully appreciated the impli-

cations of these bodies of work for one

another. Sociologists studying gender status

often fail to define and explain their concept

of widely shared status beliefs in connection

to the psychological concept of gender stereo-

types. In particular, sociologists’ emphasis on

a single dimension of gender difference—

status beliefs—neglects the communal stereo-

type of women and thereby limits the range of

phenomena that can be explained in this

framework. In turn, psychologists often fail

to appreciate how the strength and direction

of gender biases in interaction vary systemat-

ically with the nature of the context. Although

gender stereotype research in psychology

documents such contextual effects, these

findings are not organized—as is gender sta-

tus research—into a systematic set of predic-

tions concerning gender biases in meaningful

social settings. As Webster and Rashotte

(2009) show, taking seriously the systematic

ways that gender varies by context changes

our understandings of how individual and

societal level gender processes are connected.

In general, psychological accounts often fail

to recognize that gender phenomena are

embedded in broader social structures. For

example, gender stereotypes and status beliefs

are especially powerful because they reflect

the broader, consensual culture and thereby

act as default rules for coordinating behavior

(Ridgeway and Correll 2004). People within

a society reason as follows: ‘‘I assume that

you share my gender stereotypes and gender

status beliefs, and so I expect you to judge

me accordingly. As a result, I take those beliefs

into account in guiding my own behavior.’’ In

support, when women were motivated to coop-

erate with others, they acted consistently with

gender stereotypes that they thought others

endorsed (Leander, Chartrand, and Wood

forthcoming). Furthermore, because gender

stereotypes and gender status beliefs are

embedded in broader social structures, they

may change over time with changes in the roles

of men and women in society. For example,

Seguino (2007) demonstrated that increases in

women’s labor force participation across coun-

tries were associated with increasing beliefs in

equality between the sexes.

Sociological explanations, in turn, often fail

to recognize that gender beliefs are influenced

by individual-level factors. For example, peo-

ple differ in the extent to which they hold gen-

der identities, or personally identify with a sex

category. Although identities often reflect cat-

egories of male or female, they also may

include alternatives (e.g., intersex, transgen-

der). The specific content of gender identities

can include communal or agentic personality

attributes, gender-typed interests and occupa-

tions, or gendered ways of relating to others

(Wood and Eagly 2009). Men and women

act in gendered ways as they regulate their

behavior in line with a valued gender identity

(Witt and Wood 2010; Wood et al. 1997).

Thus, people may do gender because it enhan-

ces their self-esteem and positive feelings.

Despite these limitations of some of the

existing work on gender in psychology and

sociology, we are encouraged by the growing

interest in integrating across the often sepa-

rate disciplines. As scholars become more

aware of the payoff to multidisciplinary

thinking, these integrative trends are likely

to develop further. Below, we offer some ini-

tial thoughts on how to move the field of gen-

der in this direction.
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HOW CAN SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGISTS STUDY

GENDER ACROSS LEVELS OF ANALYSIS?

Social psychologists are uniquely situated

to take on the challenge of addressing the

emerging complexity in empirical findings

on gender. Because social psychologists on

both disciplinary sides focus on gendered

interpersonal interaction, this common feature

represents an initial building block for theories

linking across multiple levels of analyses.

In one such approach, psychologists might

examine how individual gender processes that

play out in social interaction are embedded in

the larger societal structure. When testing

social psychological ideas against societal

patterns, researchers are attempting to vali-

date their ideas by comparing upward with

more macro-level phenomena—reasoning

that if an explanation for social behavior is

correct, then the behavior should relate in par-

ticular ways to societal patterns. In another

approach, researchers might examine how

societal-level patterns that play out in social

interaction are enabled and constrained by

individual-level processes. When testing

social psychological ideas against individual

processes patterns, researchers are attempting

to validate their ideas by comparing down-

ward with more micro-level phenomena—

reasoning that if an explanation for social

behavior is correct, then the behavior should

relate in particular ways to biological and

other individual-level processes.

A number of innovative gender studies

already provide these sophisticated tests

across multiple levels of analysis. For exam-

ple, integrating across masculine roles and

biological indicators, Berg and Wynn-

Edwards (2001) reported that fathers’ antici-

pation and performance of the parental role

is associated not just with behavioral changes

but also with hormonal changes that appear to

prepare men for nurturing and that can mimic

the changes that occur in mothers. The

assumption and performance of caretaking

roles also influence women’s hormones,

with testosterone levels low among mothers

and women in close relationships (Kuzawa

et al. 2010). The models of gender developed

in these investigations could be further devel-

oped with demonstrations of the social psycho-

logical processes that enable the link between

societal roles and hormonal processes. These

are likely to include societal expectations for

caretaking roles, along with personal identities

of men and women as parents and close rela-

tionship partners. We anticipate the field

developing to provide many more such inte-

grative investigations in the future.

CONCLUSION

This article is intended to identify research

opportunities for gender scholars in all disci-

plines. We argued that gender inherently is

a multi-level phenomenon, but that social

psychologists from both disciplines tend to

limit themselves to certain levels of this anal-

ysis in their theoretical and empirical investi-

gations. We considered a number of potential

avenues for integrative approaches that pro-

vide a more adequate account of gender as

it emerges across individual, social interac-

tion, and social structural levels. Social psy-

chology is by definition a field at the point

of intersection between individual and social

levels of analysis. On both sides of the disci-

plinary divide, we social psychologists are

well positioned to provide these more com-

plete understandings of gender.
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G
ender is one of the primary organiz-

ers of social life. Given this

importance, gender has been studied

from multiple vantages, including biological,

sociocognitive, interpersonal, network, and

institutional perspectives. The diversity of

these approaches illustrates the complex

nature of gender as a multilevel social con-

struction and that the processes and conse-

quences of the gender system—including the

creation of difference and inequality—are

essentially overdetermined (see Ridgeway

and Smith-Lovin 1999 for an overview).

Still largely unanswered, however, is the

question of how to intervene in the processes

that promote and sustain gender inequality

through the individual, interpersonal, and

structural levels of our social world. The sys-

tematic study of the mechanisms that reduce

gender inequality is not yet comprehensive,

but this understanding is needed if we are

to produce effective social change. Because

the causes of gender difference and inequal-

ity are essentially overdetermined, such that

a beneficial change at one level may be

undermined by stagnancy in others, we

must seek solutions that simultaneously
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address processes at all levels: from individ-

ual to structural. Sociologists have begun to

conduct research on potential ways to inter-

cede in the reproduction of gender differ-

ences and inequality through the use of

status and organizational interventions (Ka-

lev 2009; Ridgeway and Correll 2000). In

addition to expanding our collective knowl-

edge of implicit, explicit, hostile, and benev-

olent forms of sexism and the evolution of

gender stereotypes, research in psychology

is seeking greater understanding of the cir-

cumstances under which the activation and

application of stereotypic information is

impeded (Glick and Fiske 2001; Mitchell et

al. 2009; Rudman and Killanski 2000).

The intersections between these research

areas remain to be fully understood, and

future research could examine the effective-

ness of interventions based on these two

approaches. Related questions would

include: Does a change in structural advan-

tage lead to a similar shift in the content of

gender stereotypes? Can situational factors

that promote the deactivation of gender

stereotypes—such as environments that

orient individuals to perceive similarities

across gender lines (e.g., Galinsky and Mos-

kowitz 2000)—transform the nature of gen-

der interactions in new situations and in the

long term? How do status and power

arrangements affect the spread of new

knowledge related to the content of gender

stereotypes and expectations through social

networks and in various organizational envi-

ronments? Overall, if a beneficial change

appears at any level of the gender system,

what mechanisms facilitate the extension

and legitimation of this change to other

social arenas?

One promising approach for addressing the

processes that undermine the inequities in the

current gender system—at all levels—is to

increase the focus of cross-disciplinary

gender research on social engineering (see

Turner 1998 for a discussion). It is precisely

because the gender system operates at all

levels of our social world that sociologists and

psychologists must work together to develop

effective interventions and constructive social

policy recommendations. If we continue to

build a bridge between sociological and

psychological perspectives through open

dialogue and a cross-fertilization of ideas,

we will have a more comprehensive under-

standing of the processes that sustain

gender inequality and how best to overcome

them.
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B
ecause inequality is one of the central

concerns of sociologists, it has been

addressed, in various ways, by virtually

all of the major traditions of sociological

social psychology—social structure and per-

sonality, symbolic interactionism, and group

processes (Cook, Fine, and House 1995). For

those who work in the social structure and per-

sonality tradition, inequality refers to inequal-

ities in power, privilege, and resources among

sets of actors defined by the major social cat-

egories on which society is stratified, includ-

ing gender, race, and social class. Survey

work in this tradition examines how actors’

locations on these dimensions affect a variety

of individual-level outcomes, ranging from

mental health to self-esteem to attitudes. Sym-

bolic interactionists have also studied aspects

of inequality, typically by examining the

social construction of identities related to

inequality (e.g., the identity of a homeless per-

son) and the implications of inequality for

self, emotions, and affect. Finally, work in the

group processes tradition addresses inequality

at a more abstract level, by developing formal

theories that examine how structures of power

and status produce inequalities in interaction,

influence, and benefits. They also consider

how actors respond to inequality, including

actors’ perceptions of injustice and responses

to injustice. This tradition, and more specifi-

cally exchange theories of power and

inequality, is the primary focus of the socio-

logical perspective presented here.

Social psychologists in psychology depart-

ments do not typically work in an area called

inequality—there are no courses by that

name, for instance—but they work on related

topics of prejudice (closest to the social struc-

ture and personality approach in sociology),

stigmatized identity (closest to symbolic inter-

actionism in sociology), and power relations

(closest to group processes in sociology). Of

these topics, social psychologists have focused

most frequently on prejudice, so the psychol-

ogy part of this article focuses on the unique

insights offered by these analyses. Others in

this special issue address identity more gener-

ally (Deaux and Burke). And the psychology

of power relations will appear here in psycho-

logical commentary on the sociology of

exchange theories of power and inequality.

SOCIOLOGICAL SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY: SOCIAL

EXCHANGE, POWER, AND INEQUALITY

The social exchange perspective proposes

that power and inequality arise out of actors’

dependencies on one another for things they

value—not only material goods and services,

but socially valued outcomes such as status

and support.1 Mutual dependence brings peo-

ple together, but unequal dependencies create

imbalances in power that produce inequalities

in exchange benefits: Actors who are less

dependent have greater power in the relation

and are able to obtain relatively more of what

they want. These processes occur in numerous
We thank Gary Alan Fine and Alice Eagly for orga-

nizing the interdisciplinary conference that began this

collaborative effort, and thank our fellow attendees for

their insightful comments on our papers and the topic

of inequality at that conference. Order of authorship is

alphabetical; our contributions are equal.

1 For reviews of this literature, see Cook and Rice

(2003) and Molm (2006).
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settings, at multiple levels—in families, in the

workplace, in communities, even among

nation states.

The early development of the social

exchange tradition was a truly interdisciplin-

ary effort, with major contributions from

both psychologists and sociologists. Begin-

ning in the late 1970s, however, sociologists

began to focus primarily on the network

structures that govern power and exchange,

independent of the characteristics of actors.

Exchange networks connect dyadic relations

into larger structures that give some actors

greater opportunity than others to acquire val-

ued resources. In general, actors who have

more alternative partners, better alternatives,

and/or more available alternatives than other

actors are less dependent on those others

and have greater power in their relations.

A key insight of this work is that inequal-

ities in exchange can be produced by the

structure of power and dependence alone,

regardless of actors’ intentions and without

awareness of their relative power. The

strength of these structural effects depends,

however, on the network; some networks

have a stronger, more deterministic effect

on inequality, while others leave room for

the influence of actors’ power strategies and

behaviors.

The inequalities in exchange outcomes

produced by structures of imbalanced power

lead, quite predictably, to perceptions of

injustice and reactions against it, with actors

in more advantaged positions regarding

unequal exchanges as more ‘‘fair’’ than those

in disadvantaged positions. Theories of dis-

tributive justice have their roots in the classi-

cal exchange theories, but more recent

analyses of injustice in exchange also draw

on psychological theories of justice, including

procedural justice.

While the structural emphasis in sociology

moved the exchange tradition away from its

psychological roots, more recent work offers

greater potential for interdisciplinary bridging

by giving more consideration to the role of

affect and emotion in exchange processes.

Lawler’s affect theory of social exchange,

which builds on an earlier theory of relational

cohesion, proposes that the effects of

exchange structures are mediated by emo-

tional reactions that, when attributed to the

relationship itself, influence the formation of

commitments and affective bonds (Lawler,

Thye, and Yoon 2009). Commitments also

develop in response to risk and uncertainty,

as does trust; both trust and commitment

can reduce power use and inequality (Cook

2005). Finally, the form of exchange has

emerged as a key element in these processes,

affecting both the use of power and the

affective bonds that form between exchange

partners. Molm’s (2010) work comparing

negotiated exchange (in which actors bargain

over the terms of strictly binding agreements)

and reciprocal exchange (in which actors

engage in unilateral acts of reciprocal benefit,

without negotiation or assurance of rec-

iprocity) shows lower inequality in reciprocal

exchange and weaker effects of structural

power. More importantly, reciprocal exchange

also reduces the differences in how actors in

unequal power relations feel about each other,

by promoting stronger feelings of trust, affec-

tive regard, fairness, and solidarity in disadvan-

taged as well as advantaged actors.

Linkages to Psychology

Psychologists would recognize the socio-

logical definition of power as resulting from

asymmetrical dependence (Fiske 1993). How-

ever, psychologists’ most frequent use of

exchange theories and power took formal the-

ory into a more topical turn in developing the

psychology of attraction and close relation-

ships.2 Analyses of interdependence in close

relationships have explained, for example,

emotion as resulting from facilitation or hin-

drance of partner goals, as well as the devel-

opment of commitment, and the dynamics of

power asymmetry. More recently, beyond

close relationships, the psychological study

of power has blossomed with insights about its

effects on face-to-face interactions of all

kinds, with a focus on power facilitating indi-

vidual agency, approach motivation, positive

2 For an overview, see Kelley et al. (1983).
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affect, and self-focus (Keltner, Gruenfeld, and

Anderson 2003).3 This mostly experimental

research has moved away from formal analyses

of interdependence structures, though it might

profit from that approach more active in sociol-

ogy. The sociological analyses of power rela-

tions between advantaged and disadvantaged

actors relates more closely to prejudice as psy-

chology’s view of inequality, to which we turn

next.

PSYCHOLOGICAL SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY:

SUBTLE AND BLATANT PREJUDICE

Psychological social psychologists have

focused much of their energy in the last half

of the twentieth century on prejudice, namely

disadvantageous attitudes toward outgroup

others.4 A decade into the twenty-first cen-

tury, these researchers have considered vari-

ous levels of prejudice. In particular, blatant

prejudice, which is hot-blooded and bloody-

minded, coming from perceived threat,

afflicts one margin of the population. Blatant

prejudice overlaps psychological and socio-

logical processes, openly resenting outgroups

and rejecting intimacy. Its origins lie in per-

ceived threat to the ingroup’s economic inter-

ests (e.g., group-based social dominance) or to

the ingroup’s cherished values (e.g., right-

wing authoritarianism). Blatant prejudice

reflects broad ethnocentrism, preference for

the status quo, and propensity for group-based

aggression.

At the opposite extreme are pure egalitar-

ian orientations, which are open, liberal, and

humanitarian, coming from felt security and

values; these represent the opposite margin

of the spectrum. Here, again, psychological

and sociological insights overlap. Beliefs

endorse group equality, individual freedom,

and social welfare. Going beyond mere toler-

ance, egalitarian values stem from extensive

intergroup contact, outgroup friendships, and

multicultural enthusiasm.

Though research has gone beyond com-

mon sense, these extremes fit everyday

understandings of prejudice. Into the vast

middle between these two margins comes

subtle prejudice, which is cool, calm, and col-

lective, mostly indirect and norm-driven.

Even well-intentioned people are nonetheless

influenced by the culture’s prejudiced por-

trayals, as well as by culture’s anti-prejudice

norms. The internal conflict drives people’s

biases into more subtle forms. Demonstrating

this is psychology’s unique contribution.

Cutting-edge methods and theories reveal

the automaticity, ambiguity, and ambivalence

of subtle prejudices.5

Automatic prejudice operates uncon-

sciously, unintentionally, and effortlessly;

favoring one’s own groups is breathtakingly

fast. People instantly categorize each other’s

race, sex, age, and maybe social class. The in-

group-outgroup distinction immediately fol-

lows, with ‘‘us’’ being better than ‘‘them.’’

As priming experiments show, white people

exposed (even subliminally) to the concept

black go on to recognize words associated

with African American racial stereotypes

faster than irrelevant words. As facilitation

experiments show, people can quickly pair

‘‘us’’ and positive words together, as well as

‘‘them’’ and negative words, compared with

the reverse pairings. As neuroimaging

studies show, brain regions associated with

alarm and disgust, for instance, come online

with sheer exposure to images of outgroup

members. A variety of methods show just

how automatic and unconscious are people’s

biased associations.

Ambiguous prejudice describes a variety

of biases that carry hidden implications, so

they all are difficult to identify; they tend to

come in under the radar. Stealth bias emerges,

for example, in favoring the ingroup, but not

necessarily derogating the outgroup; in

a zero-sum situation, the outgroup therefore

suffers. People also blame the outgroup for

bad behavior but excuse the ingroup, whereas

they credit the ingroup for good behavior but3 For reviews of this literature, see Fiske (2010) and

Magee and Galinsky (2008).
4 For psychological reviews of this literature, see

Fiske (1998) and Dovidio and Gaertner (2010).

5 For a sociological review of part of this literature,

see Blanton and Jaccard (2008).
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shrug it off in the outgroup. As another exam-

ple, exaggerating cultural differences in lan-

guage, religion, sexuality, or beliefs is

ambiguous in that a kernel of truth becomes

an overgrown harvest of excuses. Group cul-

tural or circumstantial differences appear to

be group biological essences, supposedly

deterministic expressions of genes, reinforc-

ing biases.

Finally, subtle prejudice is ambivalent,

being mixed, showing a variety of emotions

beyond simple antipathy. In the Stereotype

Content Model (Fiske, Cuddy, and Glick

2007), ingroups may either disrespect or dis-

like outgroups, or sometimes both, revealing

stereotypes of varying (un)warmth and (in)

competence. Within the warmth 3 compe-

tence space, each quadrant elicits distinct

emotions (pity, envy, disgust, or admiration)

and distinct forms of discrimination. Warmth

predicts active help or harm; competence pre-

dicts passive help or harm. What’s more, the

warmth dimension results from structural re-

lationships of perceived cooperation (leading

to perceived warmth) or competition (leading

to perceived coldness). The perceived compe-

tence dimension results from structural rela-

tionships of status, with status conferring

presumed competence. Other models also

address mixed prejudices.

In all its guises—automatic, ambiguous,

and ambivalent—subtle prejudice predicts

everyday discrimination: uncomfortable en-

counters, avoidance, self-fulfilling prophecies,

and ingroup-favoring decisions in voting,

housing, education, and employment.

Linkages to Sociology

The task of integrating sociologists’ empha-

sis on structural inequalities in exchange with

psychologists’ study of subtle and blatant prej-

udice seems, on first glance, to be a formidable

challenge. But the challenge is a welcome one.

Because exchange theorists have traditionally

focused on structural rather than cultural

sources of inequality and on actors’ positions

in exchange networks rather than actors’ social

categories, the field’s contributions to the

study of inequality have sometimes been

underappreciated. And, indeed, they have

been incomplete: By taking network structures

as a given, exchange theorists have not ad-

dressed how actors come to occupy positions

of structural advantage or disadvantage—a

question that is surely related to actors’ gen-

der, race, and social class. By privileging

structure over actor characteristics, the con-

temporary exchange tradition has demon-

strated the important role of power structures

in creating inequality. But it may now be

time to bring actors, and social categories,

into the structural picture. Doing so immedi-

ately connects us to the processes that psychol-

ogists have documented so well: ingroup/

outgroup distinctions and the strong (as well

as subtle) emotions and prejudices that such

distinctions provoke. The broad conception

of actors in exchange theories allows for anal-

ysis of intergroup as well as interpersonal pro-

cesses, and recent consideration of emotions

and affect in exchange sets the stage for

incorporating emotions associated with prej-

udice.6 Similarly, exchange theories of injus-

tice already draw on attributional processes

involved in some forms of prejudice.7 Linking

structure with social categories, power with

prejudice, and justice evaluations with

hostility toward outgroups offers a potent mix

for a potentially deeper understanding of

inequality.

CONCLUSIONS: TRENDS AND AGENDA SETTING

We hope this brief discussion offers some

sense of the influential theories that could

result from bridging sociological and psycho-

logical approaches to inequality. But how do

we get there from where we are now? What

trends in our two disciplines offer promising

avenues for moving us in the right direction?

In sociology, the exchange tradition has

drawn on insights from psychology about

social cognition and has begun to incorporate

emotion and affect into its theories, but it has

not dealt in any direct way with questions of

stereotyping, prejudice, or discrimination.

6 For an interdisciplinary discussion of emotions, see

Smith-Lovin and Winkielman (this volume).
7 For a review of this literature, see Hegtvedt (2006).
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Nor has it considered ingroup-outgroup

distinctions, even though the actors who

exchange can be groups (or their representa-

tives) as well as individuals. The expectation

states tradition in sociology is closer to these

concerns, particularly notions of categoriza-

tion and stereotyping. Therefore, one of the

most promising trends in sociological social

psychology for the goal of interdisciplinary

bridging is the effort to integrate social

exchange theories of power with expectation

states theories of status (e.g., Thye 2000). Sta-

tus structures are based on cultural beliefs

about relative worth, while power structures

are based on differential control over resources,

but both contribute to social inequality and

each may reinforce effects of the other. Unlike

ingroup favoritism, however, status beliefs

involve consensual evaluations of worth,

shared by both the advantaged and disadvan-

taged. This distinction involves a basic ten-

sion between status characteristic theories

and social categorization theories; in order for

ingroup/outgroup distinctions to occur,

and prejudice to develop, members of differ-

ent social categories—different statuses—

must develop divergent, rather than consen-

sual, conceptions of worth. Bringing power

into the picture may contribute to understand-

ing how this occurs, but it may also be neces-

sary to identify different conditions that

activate these different processes.

In psychology, experimental social psy-

chology both draws on sociology and offers

new venues. A persistent interest in social

issues keeps psychological social psycholo-

gists reading sociology and respecting struc-

tural variables.8 Public policy implications

enter psychology through the sociology end

of the bridge. On the far end of the bridge,

social psychology also links to the more bio-

logical end of psychology, providing a transla-

tion of social neuroscience and health

implications that may aid sociological social

psychology. A bibliometric analysis indicates

that social psychology is a hub within psy-

chology (Yang and Chiu 2009), and another

one indicates that sociology is a close neighbor

(Boyack, Klavans, and Börner 2005), so

bridges provide access to the rest of the field

for sociology and other social sciences. In this

case, bridges, not fences, make good neighbors.
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R
ecently an article in Personality and

Social Psychology Review urged social

psychologists to reacquire their ‘‘socio-

logical imagination’’ and incorporate broader,

structural factors in their work (Oishi, Kese-

bir, and Snyder 2009). Studies of social

inequality in particular seem ripe for this kind

of collaboration.

Psychological investigations relating to

inequality typically center on interpersonal

prejudice, stigma, or power relations. To

some extent, these perspectives incorporate

sociostructural factors, but only rarely (a

notable exception is the Stereotype Content

Model; Fiske et al. 2002). In contrast, sociol-

ogy has much to offer in explaining how di-

mensions of stratification (e.g., race or

occupation) drive psychological reactions

between people at the face-to-face level.

The sociological concept of social

capital—loosely, benefits derived from social

networks—has great relevance to social

psychological theories of prejudice and dis-

crimination. Psychologists often conceptualize

prejudice as exclusion from ingroup resources

and status based on a stigmatized characteristic

(e.g., race, gender). Sociometric analyses have

come a long way toward explaining why these

disparities occur. For instance, being impover-

ished as well as black compounds the discrim-

ination problem and may foster deficiencies in

other types of capital (e.g., cultural, physical)

that cannot be explained by race alone (Grusky

and Ku 2008).

Research on the reciprocal relationship

between neural and social networks also

shows interdisciplinary promise. In a recent

effort to explain the self, LeDoux (2003)

argues that the structure of neural networks

in the brain is the driving factor for many

observable individual traits. At the same

time, however, the structuring of neural net-

works is subject to change throughout the

life course (Greenough, Black, and Wallace

1987). These biological processes should be

incorporated into a structural theory of

behavior. As argued by Mayhew (1980:346):

‘‘structuralists generally consider that there

We thank Linda D. Molm and Susan T. Fiske for

their guidance. Order of authorship is alphabetical; our

contributions are equal.
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are two fields of study relevant to under-

standing human society: biology and (the

structural version of) sociology.’’ Much as

cognitive psychologists map behavioral pro-

cesses in the brain and determine how brain

anatomy changes as a result of experience,

social network researchers can now model

dynamic networks in conjunction with other

forms of non-relational data. From this per-

spective, psychologists and sociologists

both can model, for example, the diffusion

of stereotypes or racial prejudice in a social

system based on assumptions about how

people process outgroup information and

the likelihood of intergroup interaction.

Together, these independent streams of

research can jointly develop a structural the-

ory of action that explains how neural and

social networks change reciprocally. It is

here that the future (understanding) of

inequality lies.
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CONVERGING PERSPECTIVES

V
iews of culture in psychology and soci-

ology have converged markedly in the

past two decades. Both have rejected

what Adams and Markus (2004) refer to as the

‘‘entity’’ conception of culture—the view that

culture is coherent, stable, and located in the

heads of collectivities’ members—in favor

of more supple and dynamic constructs. Cul-

ture, in this new view, entails dynamic interac-

tions between mind and environment, each of

which serves as a selection regime for the other

(mental structures selecting aspects of the

environment as salient, and environments
selectively reinforcing mental representations)
(DiMaggio 1997). Because environments vary,
this view implies that people know more
culture—have a larger stock of representa-
tions enabling them to function in multiple
environments—and that these representations
are less coherent, with many elements specific
to particular domains or settings. It further
implies that we cannot understand culture as
isomorphic with groups: Instead this perspec-
tive raises the salience of identities (self-sche-
mata that serve as organizational foci for
cultural material characterizing the self and its
relationships), institutions (environmental
scaffolds that organize cultural material
around places and symbol systems), and net-
works (which replace groups as the social

The authors names are in alphabetical order. This was

a fully collaborative effort.
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carriers of cultural elements). Thus the study
of culture focuses on ‘‘the reproduction, main-
tenance and modification of cultural patterns’’
(Adams and Markus 2004: 344); and less upon
the content of culture and more upon the pro-
cesses or mechanisms, cognitive and social,
through which cultural elements are acquired,
rendered salient, linked to broader patterns of
meaning, and displaced.

CULTURE AND SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY IN

PSYCHOLOGY

Within psychology, the emerging analysis

of culture provides an opportunity to reclaim

and extend several key social psychological

theoretical insights. These include 1) that

people everywhere exist in social networks,

in groups, in communities, and in relation-

ships, 2) that being a person is fundamen-

tally a social transaction, and 3) social

formations and psychological formations

are fully interdependent, both contempora-

neously and historically. Despite this early

powerful theorizing about how people and

their sociocultural environments mutually

constitute one another (e.g., Lewin 1948;

Mead 1934), within psychology, the major-

ity of social psychology’s empirical atten-

tion has been directed to the power of the

immediate situation. These studies reveal

that people are chronically and powerfully

sensitive to others in every aspect of behav-

ior, and while some of this influence is

explicit, much of it is implicit or automatic

and outside the span of conscious analysis

or control (Fiske, Gilbert, and Lindzey

2010).

A focus on culture puts a wide angle lens

on the situation and expands what social psy-

chologists examine when they consider the

social environment. Culture indeed inheres

in the ideas and practices of particular imme-

diate social situations that afford and con-

strain psychological tendencies, but these

situations are themselves nested within and

organized by networks and institutions that

give form and structure to these situations.

These social systems are animated by a vari-

ety of often tacit, taken-for-granted ideas

about what is good, what is moral, and

what is self that provide a normative orienta-

tion for both self-systems and the social sys-

tems. Further, psychological experience and

the social systems with which self-systems

are interdependent are continually shaped

by ecological, economic, and historical

forces (Markus and Kitayama 2010). Culture

then is not a bundle of traits or a stable set of

norms but implicit and explicit patterns of

representations, actions, and artifacts that

are distributed or spread through networks

of social interaction (Atran, Medin, and

Ross 2005; Kashima 2000; Kroeber and

Kluckhohn 1952).

The emerging view of culture as explicit

and implicit cultural patterns emphasizes

that individuals are not separate from their

social contexts and that social contexts do

not exist apart from people. Social situations

or contexts are the products of human activ-

ity, the repository of previous psychological

activity. Further, social situations do more

than influence behavior. They constitute (as

in create, make up, or establish) these psy-

chological tendencies. From this perspec-

tive, the situation, the context, or the

environment then is not just an overlay on

a set of basic psychological processes that pro-

vides the content for the processes. Instead, as

the rapidly expanding volume of empirical

studies makes evident (Kitayama and Cohen

2007; Heine 2008), people think and feel and

act in culture-specific ways—ways that are

shaped by particular patterns of historically

derived meanings, practices, products, and

institutions.

There are a variety of approaches to cul-

ture within social psychology (Markus and

Hamedani 2007). Some theorists have sought

to specify certain key dimensions of culture

or cultural syndromes—individualism/collec-

tivism, autonomy, hierarchy, egalitarian com-

mitment—along which cultural contexts

differ (e.g., Triandis 1995). Others locate

the sources of cultural variation in the cultural

toolkits that reflect a culture’s intellectual his-

tory and guide the way individuals perceive

and construct meaning (Nisbett et al. 2001).
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Some conceptualize culture as a loose net-

work of knowledge structures, mental con-

structs, and representations that guide

information when activated (Hong et al.

2000). Still others index culture through cul-

tural models that are widely shared ideas

and practices about how to behave and which

give form and direction to individual experi-

ence (Markus and Kitayama 2003).

Sociocultural psychologists have recently

ventured beyond what Henrich, Heine, and

Norenzayan (2010) term the WEIRD

contexts, that is, contexts that are Western,

educated, industrialized, rich, and demo-

cratic. Many processes of perception, cogni-

tion, emotion, motivation, relational and

intergroup behavior—previously thought to

be basic, universal, and natural to human

functioning—have been found to be strik-

ingly different in non-WEIRD contexts.

This empirically documented cultural varia-

tion in patterns of thinking, feeling, acting,

or ‘‘relating’’ reveals that it is human nature

to shape and be shaped by one’s sociocultural

contexts.

While expanding the analysis and under-

standing of the environment, the study of

culture is also renewing psychology’s

understanding of the self, identity, or agency

as central to the analysis and interpretation

of behavior. Experience is socioculturally

patterned, and the self or identity (the two

terms are often used interchangeably)

reflects the individual’s engagement with

the world that is the source of this pattern-

ing. A self or an identity is the "me" at the

center of experience—a continually develop-

ing sense of awareness and agency that

guides action and takes shape as the individ-

ual, both brain and body, becomes attuned to

the various environments it inhabits. Selves

are thus psychological realities that are

both biologically (LeDoux 1996) and

socioculturally (Markus and Kitayama

1991) produced. Selves and identities are

schemas of past behavior as well as patterns

for current and future behavior. They are

always situated and, as a consequence, they

always reflect their contexts in significant

ways.

CULTURE AND SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY IN

SOCIOLOGY

The sociological case is complicated by

the fact that self-identified sociologists of cul-

ture were long indifferent to psychology,

whereas social psychologists whose work ad-

dressed matters central to the study of culture,

like identity and sense-making, rarely recog-

nized the connection. Fortunately, the walls

separating these fields have begun to crumble

(DiMaggio 1997; Cerulo 2002).

Otherwise sociology’s trajectory has been

similar to that of psychology. Whereas sociol-

ogists once viewed culture as comprising

internally coherent and largely stable sets of

guiding principles (values) and behavioral

prescriptions (norms), ordinarily understood

to map neatly onto societies (cultures) or

groups within them (subcultures), they

increasingly have come to understand culture

as comprising social representations, mental

models, and ordering schemata (Ridgeway

2006) and the environmental conditions

(institutional arrangements, material culture,

media programming) that sustain or challenge

them. Sociologists also increasingly perceive

culture as contingent, domain-specific, and

often incoherent, a repertoire of meanings

and competencies among which persons shift

depending on context and environmental

cues. Understanding culture in this way ena-

bles us to apprehend such phenomena as the

socialist world’s transition to capitalism or

sudden flare-ups of intergroup tension that

resist explanation given the traditional view.

The duality of mind and environment sug-

gests questions about the match between indi-

vidual repertoires and external representations,

regularities in priming mechanisms that evoke

particular schemata, and the distribution of

rules and representations across groups and

throughout material, institutional, and sym-

bolic environments. Increasingly, students of

culture look to social psychology to illuminate

the mechanisms that articulate systems of

meaning across person, time, and place.

This happened none too soon. Without

psychology, sociology of culture is given to

strong assumptions and weak theory. For
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example, dualistic approaches to culture that,

following Lévi-Strauss, depict culture as

organized around a few enduring binary op-

positions, have persisted in the absence of

empirical support. More complex models of

culture that posit correspondences between

different life spheres (speech, family rela-

tions, school, and work) have likewise tended

to underestimate domain independence and

undertheorize mechanisms generating corre-

spondence. (Kohn, Miller, and Schooler’s

[1986] research program on cognitive effects

of work on family life was an admirable

exception that most cultural sociologists

ignored.)

To be sure, a few prescient scholars antic-

ipated the new synthesis. Berger and Luck-

mann (1967) emphasized the institutional

scaffolding of cognition and challenged pre-

vailing views of culture as intrinsically coher-

ent. Fine and Kleinman (1979) challenged

conventional approaches to ‘‘subcultures,’’

presenting a more dynamic view of cultural

formation and diffusion. Swidler (1986)

argued that humans’ cultural repertoires con-

sist of inconsistent representations, ideas, and

models, among which they shift as conditions

and surroundings change. These authors’ in-

tuitions would soon be affirmed empirically

by psychologists studying the acquisition of

representations, the inferential nature of

source and credibility monitoring (Gilbert

1991; Johnson, Hashtroudi, and Lindsay

1993), domain specificity (Hirschfeld and

Gelman 2004), and the relationship between

automatic (system 1) and controlled (system

2) cognition (Lieberman et al. 2002; Kahne-

man 2003).

Several developments in social psychol-

ogy have contributed to these movements.

Fine’s work on such topics as subcultures

(1979), interpersonal diffusion (Fine and

Turner 2001), and collective memory (Fine

and McDonnell 2007) has uniquely

influenced both cultural sociology and social

psychology, introducing linkages between

these fields, especially around the study

of microcultures. The influence of research

by social psychologists on institutional

scaffolding, identity, and the social psychol-

ogy of networks should spread within sociol-

ogy of culture as well.

Work on institutional scaffolding

(Zerubavel and Smith, this volume) emerged

from constructivism and ethnomethodology

(Garfinkel 1964), which emphasized the pre-

cariousness of intersubjectivity and the

dependence of interactants on background

knowledge and visible cues. A classic exam-

ple, Zucker’s (1977) extension of the Asch

experiments, demonstrated that symbols of

institutional authority (one treatment was

simply to dress assistants in lab coats)

increased the persistence of judgmental

errors. Similarly, Vohs et al. (2006) found

that the mere presence of images of currency

in an experimental setting reduced coopera-

tive behavior, apparently cueing schemata

associated with market institutions.

Social psychologists have done critical

work on how identities shape individual

behavior. The status-expectations-states

tradition in sociology complements research

on stereotyping in psychology, demonstrat-

ing how marked identities in task-focused

groups elicit behaviors that reinforce

intergroup boundaries and prejudices.

Recent work in this tradition engages issues

of culture directly (Ridgeway 2006).

Role-based identity theories likewise entail

examination both of meaning systems (the

set of salient roles in a community) and

mechanisms (through which alternative

identities are combined and shape interac-

tion) (Owens, Robinson, and Smith-Lovin

2010).

Studies of both cultural diffusion and iden-

tity construction have highlighted the role of

networks in enacting, triggering, and defining

identities (Deaux and Martin 2003). Such

work emphasizes both the ways that interac-

tion between similar persons affirms and

standardizes ingroup identities (e.g., White

2008 on identities as equivalence classes

facilitating network formation); and interac-

tion between dissimilar actors in imposing

identities through categorization (Hogg and

Ridgeway 2003).
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DIFFERENCES AND DIRECTIONS

Psychology and sociology typically have

different endgames and thus social psycholo-

gists of different disciplinary persuasions sail

past each other in the night. Yet the current

notable convergence between psychological

and sociological social psychologists in defi-

nitions and approaches to culture, as well as

their shared view that cultures and selves/

identities constitute each other in a cycle of

mutual constitution, suggests that the time

may be right for sustained interdisciplinary

work. Psychologists could benefit from socio-

logical theorizing on roles, networks, institu-

tions, and on how ideas and practices

diffuse and cultures change. Sociologists

could benefit from psychological research

on when and how specific psychological ten-

dencies vary with specific features of context.

Sociology’s emphasis on culture as

domain-specific, contingent, and often inco-

herent and psychology’s emphasis that both

cultures and selves are dynamic can produc-

tively deflect the charge of stereotyping that

is an ongoing concern for psychologists. Cul-

ture is dynamic in that the sociocultural ideas,

practices, institutions, products, artifacts, eco-

nomic factors, and ecological factors that con-

stitute it are constantly invented, accumulated,

and changed over time. Selves are dynamic in

that they change as the various cultural con-

texts they engage in change. A focus on the

sociocultural grounding of the self does not

deny the individuality and idiosyncrasy observ-

able in even the most tight-knit and coherent

collectives. Even those inhabiting similar con-

figurations of cultural contexts or similar social

spaces will diverge in the specifics of their

everyday experiences and will differentially

attend to features of these experiences.

A gathering of wisdoms among social psy-

chologists of various persuasions is clearly

needed. The economic model of individual

behavior in both its rational and less rational

forms is well-developed, as is the individual

psychological model and the medical or bio-

logical model of behavior. Yet the social psy-

chological model of behavior which points to

the powerful role of distributions of relations,

networks, norms, practices, and meanings is

not equally elaborated among social scientists

or in the larger cultural imagination. For

example, research revealing a strong gradient

between social class and health (Marmot

2005), or a relationship between threats in

the social environment and academic perfor-

mance (Steele 2010), will stimulate growing

interest in how to index or capture the signif-

icant aspects and categories of sociocultural

environments and their intersections, and

how to theorize the specific mechanisms by

which these aspects constitute psychological

functioning. The significant questions will

include how much of the mind or the psyche

is in the head and how much is in the world,

and how best to account for persistence in

behavior or, instead, for behavioral change

and innovation.

REFERENCES

Adams, Glenn and Hazel Markus. 2004. ‘‘Toward

a Conception of Culture Suitable for a Social Psy-

chology of Culture.’’ Pp. 335–60 in The Psycho-

logical Foundations of Culture, edited by Mark

Schaller and Christian Crandall. Mahwah, NJ:

Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Atran, Scott, Douglas Medin, and Norbert Ross. 2005.

‘‘The Cultural Mind: Environmental Decision

Making and Cultural Modeling within and across

Populations.’’ Psychological Review 112:744–76.

Berger, Peter and Thomas Luckmann. 1967. The

Social Construction of Reality: A Treatise in the

Sociology of Knowledge. New York: Anchor.

Cerulo, Karen A. 2002. Culture in Mind: Toward

a Sociology of Culture and Cognition. New York:

Routledge.

Deaux, Kay and Daniela Martin. 2003. ‘‘Interpersonal

Networks and Social Categories: Specifying Lev-

els of Context in Identity Processes.’’ Social Psy-

chology Quarterly 66:101–17.

DiMaggio, Paul. 1997. ‘‘Culture and Cognition.’’

Annual Review of Sociology 23:263-87.

Fine, Gary Alan. 1979. ‘‘Small Groups and Culture

Creation: The Idioculture of Little League Base-

ball Teams.’’ American Sociological Review

44:733–45.

Fine, Gary Alan and Patricia A. Turner. 2001. Whis-

pers on the Color Line: Rumor and Race in Amer-

ica. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

Fine, Gary Alan and Terence McDonnell. 2007.

‘‘Erasing the Brown Scare: Referential Afterlife

and the Power of Memory Templates.’’ Social

Problems 54:170–87.

BRIDGING SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGIES 351

 at Galter Health Sciences Library on November 10, 2011spq.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://spq.sagepub.com/


Fine, Gary Alan and Sheryl Kleinman. 1979.

‘‘Rethinking Subculture: An Interactionist Analy-

sis.’’ American Journal of Sociology 85:1–20.

Fiske, Susan, Daniel Gilbert, and Gardner Lindzey.

2010. Handbook of Social Psychology. Hoboken,

New Jersey: John Wiley and Sons, Inc.

Garfinkel, Harold. 1964. ‘‘Studies of the Routine

Grounds of Everyday Activities.’’ Social Problems

11:225–50.

Gilbert, Daniel T. 1991. ‘‘How Mental Systems

Believe.’’ American Psychologist 46:107–19.

Heine, Steven J. 2008. Cultural Psychology. New

York: Norton.

Henrich, Joseph, Steven Heine, and Ara Norenzayan.

Forthcoming. ‘‘The Weirdest People in the

World?’’ Behavioral and Brain Sciences.

Hirschfeld, Lawrence A. and Susan A. Gelman. 2004.

‘‘Toward a Topography of Mind: An Introduction

to Domain Specificity.’’ Pp. 3–36 in Mapping the

Mind, edited by Lawrence Hirschfeld and Susan

Gelman. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Hogg, Michael A. and Cecelia L. Ridgeway. 2003.

‘‘Social Identity: Sociological and Social Psycho-

logical Perspectives.’’ Social Psychology Quar-

terly 66:97–100.

Hong, Ying-yi, Michael Morris, Chi-yue Chiu, and

Veronica Benet-Martinez. 2000. ‘‘Multicultural

Minds: A Dynamic Constructivist Approach to

Culture and Cognition.’’ American Psychologist

55:709–20.

Johnson, Marcia K., Shahin Hashtroudi, and D. Ste-

phen Lindsay. 1993. ‘‘Source Monitoring.’’ Psy-

chological Bulletin 114:3–28.

Kahneman, Daniel. 2003. ‘‘Maps of Bounded Ratio-

nality: Psychology for Behavioral Economics.’’

American Economic Review 93:1449–75.

Kashima, Yoshihisa. 2000. ‘‘Conceptions of Culture

and Person for Psychology.’’ Journal of Cross-

Cultural Psychology 31:14–32.

Kitayama, Shinobu and Dov Cohen. 2007. Handbook

of cultural psychology. New York: Guilford.

Kohn, Melvin, Karen Miller, and Carmi Schooler.

1986. ‘‘Educational Self-direction and Personal-

ity.’’ American Sociological Review 51:372–90.

Kroeber, Alfred L. and Clyde Kluckhohn. 1952. Cul-

ture: A Critical Review of Concepts and Defini-

tions. New York: Random House.

LeDoux, Joseph E. 1996. The Emotional Brain. New

York: Simon and Schuster.

Lewin, Kurt. 1948. Resolving Social Conflicts:

Selected Papers on Group Dynamics. New York:

Harper and Row.

Lieberman, Mathew D., Ruth Gaunt, Daniel T. Gil-

bert, and Yaacov Trope. 2002. ‘‘Reflection and

Reflexion: A Social Cognitive Neuroscience

Approach to Attributional Inference.’’ Advances

in Experimental Social Psychology 34:199–249.

New York: Academic Press.

Markus, Hazel R. and MarYam Hamedani 2007.

‘‘Sociocultural Psychology: The Dynamic Interde-

pendence among Self-systems and Social Systems.

Pp. 3–46 in Handbook of Cultural Psychology, edi-

ted by Shinobu Kitayama and Dov Cohen. New

York: Guilford.

Markus, Hazel R. and Shinobu Kitayama. 2003.

‘‘Models of Agency: Sociocultural Diversity in the

Construction of Action.’’ Pp. 1–57 in Cross-cul-

tural Differences in Perspectives on Self:

Nebraska Symposium on Motivation, edited by V.

Murphy Berman and J. Berman. Lincoln, NE: Uni-

versity of Nebraska Press.

Markus, Hazel R. and Shinobu, Kitayama, 2010. ‘‘Cul-

tures and Selves: A Cycle of Mutual Constitution.’’

Perspectives on Psychological Science 5:420-430.

Marmot, Michael. 2005. Social Determinants of Health

Inequality. The Lancet 365 (9464):1099–1104.

Mead, George H. 1934. Mind, Self, and Society. Chi-

cago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Nisbett, Richard E., Kaiping Peng, Incheol Choi, and

Ara Norenzayan. 2001. ‘‘Culture and Systems of

Thought: Holistic versus Analytic Cognition.’’

Psychological Review 108:291–310.

Owen, Timothy J., Dawn Robinson, and Lynn Smith-

Lovin. 2010. ‘‘Three Faces of Identity.’’ Annual

Review of Sociology 36:23.1–23.

Ridgeway, Cecilia. 2006. ‘‘Social Structure and Inter-

personal Behavior: A Theoretical Perspective on

Cultural Schemas and Social Relations.’’ Social

Psychology Quarterly 69:5–16.

Steele, Claude. 2010. Whistling Vivaldi: And Other

Clues to the Stereotypes that Divide Us. New

York: Norton.

Swidler, Ann. 1986. ‘‘Culture in Action: Symbols and

Strategies.’’ American Sociological Review 51:

273–86.

Triandis, Harry C. 1995. Individualism and Collectiv-

ism. Boulder, CO: Westview.

Vohs, Kathleen D., Nicole L. Mead, and Miranda

Goode. 2006. ‘‘The Psychological Consequences

of Money.’’ Science 314:1154-56.

White, Harrison C. 2008. ‘‘Notes on the Constituents

of Social Structure — Soc. Rel. 10 — Spring ‘65’.’’

Sociologica 1/2008. Retrieved September 17, 2010

(http://www.sociologica.mulino.it/doi/10.2383/

26575).

Zucker, Lynne. 1977. ‘‘The Role of Institutionaliza-

tion in Cultural Persistence.’’ American Sociologi-

cal Review 42:726–43.

352 SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY QUARTERLY

 at Galter Health Sciences Library on November 10, 2011spq.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://spq.sagepub.com/


Using Culture to Explain Behavior:
An Integrative Cultural Approach

HANA R. SHEPHERD
Princeton University

NICOLE M. STEPHENS
Northwestern University

DOI: 10.1177/0190272510389011

W
hile savings rates among low-

income families vary greatly,

a 2008 National Poverty Center

report finds that over 40 percent of low-income

families fail to save any money. For decades

policy makers and social scientists have

sought to explain this phenomenon. Even after

accounting for the fact that low-income fami-

lies have less money to save, why do they

often have lower rates of savings than their

middle- and high-income counterparts?

Most social science research on this ques-

tion either examines the individual character-

istics (e.g., cognitive factors) that influence

how low-income people make decisions

about their savings (e.g., Mullainathan and

Shafir 2009), or focuses on the material fea-

tures of one’s environment that shape behav-

ior, such as whether people have access to the

types of organizational resources (e.g., formal

financial services) that promote savings.

Our (brief) argument is that explaining

social phenomena like low savings rates

requires attention to the role of culture. Mar-

kus and colleagues’ (2003) emphasis on the

mutual constitution of culture and psyche

and DiMaggio’s (1997) description of culture

as the interaction between mental processes

and the external environment provide useful

frameworks for understanding culture. Specif-

ically, these approaches recognize that individ-

uals and their material and social contexts are

interdependent: People are both shaped by and

architects of their social worlds.1

An integrative cultural approach that con-

siders the ongoing interdependence between

the behavior and psychological processes of

individuals and their sociocultural contexts is

essential for social scientists who seek to

explain behavior like low savings rates and

for policy makers who seek to design interven-

tions to change behavior. The following exam-

ples represent the types of factors that such an

integrative cultural approach would consider.2

1. Models, representations, and sym-

bols An analysis of representations

involves examining the content and

the ecology of representations (i.e.,

their spatial and social distribution)

in both individual minds and in the

external world.

a. Mental representations (in the mind)

How do people with low incomes

understand the nature of their finan-

cial decisions and how does this

understanding affect their saving

behavior? Do people who inhabit

working-class contexts, which offer

fewer material resources and oppor-

tunities for choice than middle-class

contexts, perceive their actions as

Both authors contributed equally to this article.

Authorship order is alphabetical.
1 This formulation accommodates the fact that some

people are less able to enact their intentions in the world

than others.

2 We acknowledge and sidestep distinctions between

income and social class here and use the terms inter-

changeably. The factors listed here are not comprehensive

and an integrated approach would also need to take into

account issues such as the availability of financial ser-

vices and the effects of instability in income.
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freely chosen? (See Stephens et al.

2009)

b. Social representations (in the world)

What are the types of social repre-

sentations of money and saving that

are available to people in different

social class contexts? What are the

implicit models, normative assump-

tions, and rules of the game that are

built into institutions like banks?

What are their effects? Do these

models benefit some people and dis-

advantage others?

2. Networks, groups, and social

comparison

a. How do behaviors within one’s

social networks—often structured

by income—shape saving behavior?

How do perceived social norms in

one’s community and the process

of comparing one’s self to one’s

group influence savings behavior?

How are the effects of networks and

social comparison mediated by indi-

viduals’ social identities?

3. Trust in and familiarity with finan-

cial institutions

a. How do levels of trust in banks and

individuals’ comfort interacting

with representatives of these institu-

tions differ by social class and

impact saving behavior? Do high-

income individuals have more of the

knowledge and skills (cultural

capital) that are needed to navigate

financial institutions?

The task for researchers who seek to

explain behavior is not only to examine these

factors in isolation, but also to consider how

they work together and inform one another.

Studies that take into account all of these fac-

tors are not always possible, however a com-

prehensive understanding of behavior

depends on such an approach.
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