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 ■ countries with higher or lower than 
average rates

 ■ the impact of lower fertility on nations
Finally, I will describe some web-based 
research undertaken to try to find out how 
women in the UK make choices about family 
size.

What is the total fertility rate? 
(TFR)
The World Bank measures the fertility rate 
by counting the total number of births per 
woman in each country. This means that if 

every couple had two children during their 
productive life, the TFR for that country 
would be 2. To reproduce the current number 
of children, it is calculated that the TFR 
should be 2.1, to account for the fact that 
some babies do not survive until adulthood.

Ann Buchanan

Why are families 
smaller today?

Ann Buchanan takes a look at the global 
picture of families, showing that in most 
countries, women are having fewer 
children than in previous generations. In 
developed countries, there is now real 
concern about the shrinking proportion of 
people of working age. She then looks at 
the various reasons for this fall in fertility 
rates. You should take note of the ‘five Cs’ 
which help to explain this. This material 
will be very useful for the topic of ‘Families 
and households’, and also has links to 
development and globalisation.

Signposts 

total fertility rate, population pyramid, 
working-age population

Key concepts Key concepts

Across the world, women are having fewer babies. Why should we be 
concerned, and what is sociologically interesting about this trend?

A lthough an increase in the world 
population has produced news 
coverage, less has been said about 

an equally worrying issue, the global decline 
in fertility. In this article, I look at:

 ■ how demographers calculate fertility
 ■ the declining world fertility rates

WORLD TFR HAS FALLEN FROM 
AN AVERAGE OF 5 CHILDREN PER 
WOMAN, TO AN AVERAGE OF 2.4 
BIRTHS PER WOMAN
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Table 1, from the World Bank, shows that 
since 1960 the world TFR has fallen from an 
average of five children per woman, to an 
average of 2.4 births per woman. This drop is 
unprecedented. In my own family, I am aware 
that over the years, our families have become 
much smaller. My grandmother was one of 
nine; my mother was one of six; I was one of 
four; I had three children. My children have 
each had two children, although when one 
daughter remarried after a divorce she had a 
third child. What about your family?

At present, the reduction in the number 
of babies being born is not affecting the 
total world population, as the population is 
still being increased by older people living 
longer. But it is possible that by 2050, if TFRs 
continue along the current trend, the world 
population will start to decline (Buchanan 
and Rotkirch 2013).

TFR global variation
The TFR differs in different parts of the 
world. In China, where there is a ‘one child 
per family’ policy (each couple by law is only 
allowed one child — although recently this 

has been marginally relaxed), the TFR is 
just 1.2. But in some other quite prosperous 
countries where they have no such policy, the 
TFR is similar. For example, in South Korea 
it is 1.2, and in Taiwan it is 1.1, the lowest 
in the world. At the other end of the scale, 
large families are still common in African 
countries. For example, in Niger the TFR is 6.6 
and in Uganda it is 5.8. The TFR is also higher 
in less-developed areas, such as Afghanistan, 
where it is 5.2.

The UK
The UK is one of the few countries in the 
developed world where the TFR is increasing. 
The total fertility rate in England and Wales 
declined during the 1990s, to a low of 1.63 
in 2001 and then it gradually increased 
between 2001 and 2008. From 2008 the TFR 
fluctuated between 1.90 and 1.94 children 
per woman, peaking in 2010, but dropped 
back in 2014 to 1.8. It is believed that this is 
due to some women delaying having children 
because of their careers, but also to the arrival 
of new immigrants, who often come from 
countries where larger families are the norm.

Why do declining fertility  
rates matter?
Figure 1 gives a vivid demonstration of what 
happens when people have fewer babies. The 
diagrams show what has happened in Japan 
since 1950. The pyramid in 1950 shows that 
the majority of the population in Japan 
was under 40. How many people there are 
between the age of 20 and 60 is particularly 
important because these are the workers who 
provide resources for the non-working young 
and the old.

In the second graphic (for 2005) we see 
that the number of children under 20 has 
declined and there are increasing numbers of 
people over 60. The forecast for 2055 is much 
more worrying. What was once a pyramid has 
become a kite. A small number of children 
are being born, the working population (age 
20–60) is smaller than in previous years, 
but the population over 60 (and indeed over 
80) has increased. These elderly people may 
require a lot of resources.

The concern in much of the developed 
world is whether the working population will 
be able to support the increasing number of 

Table 1 World fertility rate (total births per woman) (selected years)

1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2015

5 4.8 3.7 3.2 2.7 2.5 2.4

Source: World Bank (2017)

Source: National Institute of Population and Social Security Research

Figure 1 Japan’s population by age group (millions)
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THE UK IS ONE OF THE FEW 
COUNTRIES IN THE DEVELOPED 
WORLD WHERE THE TFR IS 
INCREASING
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elderly dependents. In the UK and elsewhere, 
governments are trying to balance things out 
by increasing the age at which people can retire. 
Young people today will have to work much 
longer than their parents and grandparents 
before they can claim their pensions.

But there is also the concern that 
economies will suffer as a result of having 
fewer workers and smaller markets. With 
fewer adults working, there will be fewer 
people buying things. It seems certain that, 
to fill the gap in the number of workers, more 
women will be encouraged to work longer, 
and to gain qualifications and skills. But to do 
this they will need more help with childcare 
at a reasonable cost, as well as maternity and 
child benefits.

Why are people having smaller 
families?
This was the question asked in my recent 
book: Fertility Rates, Population Decline. No 
Time for Children (2013). It was edited with 
Anna Rotkirch, a demographer from Finland. 
We gathered together world experts from 
the UK, USA, Russia, China and elsewhere 
from a range of disciplines — demography, 
sociology, psychology and economics — and 
asked them what was happening in their 
country. What were the possible reasons for 
declining fertility and what was the impact 
of these changes?

China
The conclusion was that a number of factors 
were involved. At the forefront were national 
politics. In China, their brutal one-child 
policy had been very successful in reducing 
the population. However, today in China 
there is concern that the working population 

is decreasing too fast and will not be able to 
support the increasing number of elders.

In an interesting study conducted by a 
Chinese scholar which is described in our 
book, Professor Zheng found that, although 
the one-child policy had been relaxed 
marginally, eligible couples were not keen 
on having another child as they now felt that 
‘one child was about right for a family’. The 
norms of what is considered a family have 
changed in China.

Russia
We also found that in Russia, fertility rates 
had been influenced by economic recession. 
Following the move to a market economy 
after the collapse of communism, families 
delayed having further children because of 
the dire economic situation. I was visiting 
Russia at that time and there was a severe 
lack of food. My Russian academic colleagues 
only had one meal a day, in the evening. In 
the middle of the day we had two pieces of 
chocolate and a black coffee. At weekends, 
they went back to the country and fed up on 
vegetables and fruit they had grown in their 
country cottages. Russian families appeared 
afraid to bring children into the world. When 
things improved, some women found that 
they were now too old to have more children.

Policies to encourage birth
In Singapore, there was also concern about 
the declining birth rate, so the country took 
action. Right now, the total fertility rate in 
Singapore is about 1.2 and at times it has 
slipped down as low as 1.16. The authorities 
were so concerned about the shortage of 
babies that they arranged ‘romantic weekends’ 
for graduates to encourage them to reproduce!

Other countries, notably France and 
the Baltic states, have developed policies to 
encourage women to have more babies, giving 
women a range of benefits which make caring 
for children easier and more affordable. This 
has marginally increased fertility rates. The 
availability of affordable childcare in these 
countries is also much better than in countries 
of southern Europe and indeed in the UK.

In another vein, in Germany, Chancellor 
Angela Merkel has been noted for welcoming 
refugees. Although she was given credit for 
her humanitarian response to a desperate 
migrant crisis, there were other reasons 
behind her decision. The TFR in Germany is 
1.39 compared to 1.86 in the USA and 1.99 
in France. Germany is short of workers and 
it needs to keep up industrial productivity 
to compete with other advanced economies. 
The Syrian refugees involved were generally 
young, well-educated people, who would 
quickly increase the number of productive 
workers in the German economy.

The decision to increase family 
size
At the heart of whether a woman has a child 
are personal decisions. The vast majority of 
children in the UK are born to couples. The 
UK used to have the highest rate of children 
born to single (unmarried) teenage mothers, 
but recently rates of conception for under-
18s in England and Wales have been at their 
lowest since records began in 1969. Another 
important factor influencing fertility rates, is 
the number of people, both men and women, 
who are choosing to remain childless. The 
proportion of those who are without children 
has almost doubled since the 1990s. Today, 
one is five women is childless.

In Japan, the population 
graph is now a ‘kite’ shape, 
prompting concerns over 
care for the elderly

Pre-school childcare in 
the UK is expensive
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Box 1 The Mumsnet study

Aim of the study
The aim of the study was to find out from young mothers the factors that influenced their 
decisions to have children.

Methodology
The parenting website Mumsnet agreed to put the following notice on its site:

Why do you think women worldwide are having fewer babies?

Hello all, We’ve been approached by an academic researcher at the Oxford Centre for Research 
into Parenting and Children who’s working on a book called No Time For Children. The book 
will explore why fertility rates — the number of babies being born per mother — are actually 
falling the world over, despite a widespread belief to the contrary. Your responses will be 
published in the book, but care will be taken that not one can be identified.

Analysis
Within 3 days we had 105 replies. As with qualitative research (research resulting from informal 
interviews), the responses were coded and analysed under various themes.

Caution: using data from web forums
First, informed consent is important. Ethically, respondents need to know what the research 
is about and that their remarks might be used and published. You need to be very careful not 
to use any quotes from them which may identify who they are. None of the Mumsnet forum 
names were used.

Second, you can never be sure that the responses are a representative sample. What type 
of women use Mumsnet? We checked the backgrounds of Mumsnet users and found that 
they came from all economic groups and a wide range of ethnicities. But from the limited 
information we had from our respondents, there was a possibility of bias towards the better 
educated young parent.

Ann Buchanan is emeritus professor, 
and previously director of the Centre for 
Research into Parenting and Children, 
at the Department of Social Policy and 
Intervention, University of Oxford. 
She has spent more than 20 years 
researching the wellbeing of children. 
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IN THE UK, THE COST OF QUALITY 
CHILDCARE COULD USE UP THE 
EQUIVALENT OF ONE SALARY

It is hard to know whether these women 
are childless by choice, but research shows 
that having a rewarding career may be 
something to do with it. Women who are 
better educated, come from a higher social 
class, or have no siblings are less likely to 
reproduce. So too is a woman who has higher 
qualifications than her partner. But it is likely 
that in developing their careers, some women 
simply leave it too late.

The Mumsnet survey
To find out more about the personal decisions 
people make about having children, we 
(Buchanan and Rotkirch 2013) undertook a 
study to try to find out how mothers in the 
UK had planned their family (see Box 1). Of 
course, not all babies born are the result of a 
deliberate decision to have a child. In 2014 
there were over 180,000 abortions, a rate of 
16 per 1,000 resident women aged 15–44. But 
the abortion rate has reduced dramatically in 
recent years, particularly for the under-16s.

Results
Broadly speaking, our responses corresponded 
to what we called the ‘five Cs’. Women felt 
strongly, however, that the decision to have a 
child was the responsibility of both men and 

women. Men’s views were important. These 
women were also aware that they were living 
in a very different world to that inhabited by 
their parents and grandparents.

They noted that their lives were different 
because they had choices in terms of when 
to have children. Key to this change was the 
availability of effective contraception. Almost 
every posting mentioned this:

 Well, I think we are having fewer 
children because we can. Did women 
in the past who had lots of children do 
so because they wanted big families? 
More likely it was because they had no 
choice — no contraception, considered 
a duty/responsibility to have children.

Many mothers had invested heavily in 
their education, employment and careers. 
Although they noted that much had been 
done to improve the situation for women 
returning to work after childbirth, careers 
were still at risk.

There were a number of postings about the 
cost of raising children. They noted that in the 
past children were an economic positive — 
in that they would help with the farm/trade/
family business. They grew up more quickly 
and became self-supporting earlier than today. 
Financial issues were cited as significant for 
limiting the number of children today. Many 
families were struggling to pay their house 
mortgage and they needed a mother’s salary 
to fill the financial gap in the family finances.

Finally, there was a particularly strong 
stream of postings about the cost of childcare. 
Mothers were aware that the situation in 
some Scandinavian countries made it easier 
for women to return to work and in these 
countries the birth rate was more static. In 
the UK, the cost of quality childcare could 
use up the equivalent of one salary.

Conclusion
The main implication of the Mumsnet study, 
and indeed all our findings, is that men and 
women today need more help in raising 
children. This is partly because parents today 
have higher aspirations for their children 
and want them to do better in the world. The 
availability of work-related benefits, such as 
maternity and paternity leave and national 
benefits for children are important, but key is 
the availability of affordable childcare.

The findings strongly suggest that family 
size in the future will depend on the decisions 
young people make today. What are your views?
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Why don’t men  
want to be nurses?

seen as jobs mainly performed by women. Again, you will be able to 
think of others — have you ever come across a male ‘dinner lady’?

The changing labour market
In the developed nations, however, many jobs traditionally filled by 
men are disappearing, particularly jobs in the manufacturing and heavy-
industry sectors. At the same time, jobs in areas traditionally occupied by 
women are increasing — in healthcare, education and administration, 
for example. The solution would appear to be simple — more men need 
to take up jobs in these areas. So why isn’t this happening?

In the USA, the jobs report for May 2017 showed that the labour 
force participation rate (the proportion of people of working age who 
were in employment) had fallen to below 63%. This meant that about 
20 million men between the ages of 20–65 had had no paid work 
in 2015, and 7 million men had simply dropped out of the labour 
force. The frustration and despair of many of these men probably 
helped Donald Trump to win the presidential election, as they eagerly 
responded to his promise to bring back well-paid manufacturing jobs 
to America. Many economists are very doubtful that such a promise 
will be fulfilled.

At the same time, the US employment 
figures showed that many posts in areas of high 
demand — such as nurses, nursing assistants, 
home healthcare aides, occupational and 
physical therapists — remained unfilled, despite 
campaigns to persuade men to train for these jobs. 
Why should this be?

Jobs for genders and genders 
for jobs
‘Unmanly’
One major problem is that gender stereotypes, 
particularly conventional notions of masculinity, 
die hard. Many men feel that to take jobs 
traditionally done by women would be demeaning 
or ‘unmanly’, or worry that they would lack not 
only the skills but the temperament to perform 
such jobs. Unfortunately, in many cases their 
wives or female partners, employers and women 
already in these jobs are also reluctant for men to 
work in these areas.

It is not just blue-collar, manual workers 
who choose not to enter female-dominated 
employment sectors. Ofer Sharone, assistant 
professor of sociology at the University of 

 research roundup 

Why do we tend to associate certain jobs with either males or females? And are things changing?

Only 0.4% of UK 
midwives are men

I used to give my first-year sociology students the following 
question:

 A young boy develops acute appendicitis and is taken to 
hospital for an emergency operation. In the operating theatre, 
the surgeon looks down at the patient and gasps ‘That’s my 
son!’ The boy is the surgeon’s son, but the surgeon is not his 
father — so who is the surgeon?’

In these hopefully more enlightened times, you have probably got 
the answer already: the surgeon is the boy’s mother. However, not that 
many years ago, the answer was not so readily forthcoming. Students 
suggested that the boy was adopted, had been conceived using a sperm 
donor, the surgeon was mistaken, and so on. However, even now, 
certain occupations are strongly associated with a particular gender.

We talk, for instance, of a ‘male nurse’, to distinguish him from 
the vast majority of nurses, who are women. Occupations such as 
astronaut, bus driver, nuclear physicist, plumber, bricklayer, airline 
pilot, ship’s captain and so on are overwhelmingly associated with 
men — you will easily be able to think of others. Similarly, carer, 
domestic worker, primary school teacher, secretary and midwife are 
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Massachusetts, has studied middle-aged, white-collar professionals 
who have lost their jobs. He found that some men who might have 
been willing to consider lower-paid jobs in traditionally female fields 
were discouraged by their wives from doing so, and were urged to 
‘keep looking’.

Some argue that women and members of minority ethnic groups 
are more willing to enter lower-paid occupations because they have 
lower expectations and have fewer options open to them. Those 
American men who do become home healthcare assistants are more 
often from ethnic minorities.

Lower pay
There is, of course, a telling phrase in that last sentence: ‘lower-paid’. 
The gender gap in earnings, despite equal pay legislation, remains 
high —in the USA, the UK and elsewhere. For many men, therefore, 
taking a traditional ‘woman’s job’ would indeed mean accepting a pay 
cut. Ironically, for various reasons including prejudice and employers’ 
desire for bigger profits, rates of pay in female-dominated areas of 
employment remain low — and one way for this to change would be 
to have a higher proportion of men doing such jobs.

Relationships
Professor Sherone says:

‘ Marriages have more problems when the man is unemployed 
[rather] than the woman. What does it mean for a man to take 
a low-paying job that’s typically associated with women? What 
kind of price will they pay with their friends, their lives, their 
wives, compared to unemployment? ’While work is important to the identity of both men and women, 

there is a difference. According to Professor Sherone: ‘Work is at the 
core of what it means to be a man, in a way that work is not at the 
core of femininity.’

Employers
As part of Sherone’s research, he interviewed people who were 
recruiting staff for female-dominated jobs for which there were large 
numbers of vacancies, such as administration, and found them to be 

quite outspoken in their preference for recruiting women. He said: 
‘Their rationale was that men are going to be bored in this job.’ They 
believed that any male applicants would be desperate, and would 
leave as soon as another type of job came up.

Janette Dill, assistant professor of sociology at the University of 
Akron, who has studied gender and the healthcare industry, said: 

‘ I sometimes wonder if healthcare organisations don’t want men 
to come into these jobs because they’ll demand higher wages. 
They’re happy to have a workforce of women they can pay $8 
or $9 an hour. ’Customers

So ingrained are our perceptions of certain jobs being suitable only 
for women that it is often very difficult for men to break into them, 
even if they wish to. Sherwin Sheik is president and chief executive of 
the American firm Carel.inx, which matches families with caregivers. 
He said that many clients remain suspicious of male home healthcare 
aides, fearing abuse or sexual predation, and remaining convinced 
that women will be more caring. He said:

‘ It’s sad, because there’s a lot of patients who could stay at 
home longer if there were more males in the field. They need 
assistance like getting in and out of bed, transferring to the 
shower — it’s a very physically demanding job. ’Jason Mott, assistant professor of nursing at the University of 

Wisconsin-Oshkosh, said that some of his male students were teased 
by their female counterparts, and felt the need to emphasise their 
masculinity, for example by talking about their involvement in 
athletics or other sports.

Gendered occupations in the UK
Despite efforts to promote gender equality at work, nursing, midwifery 
and primary school teaching are occupations that remain dominated 
by women. According to figures from the Nursing and Midwifery 
Council, in 2016 just 11.4% of registered nurses in the UK were male — 
only a marginal increase from 5 years earlier, when they made up 11%.

Similarly, the proportion of male nursing students — i.e. those 
training to be nurses — was 11.6% in 2016, compared to 11.5% a 
decade earlier. (See Figure 1.) Janet Davies, chief executive of the Royal 
College of Nursing says:

‘ It’s disappointing, because we’ve promoted nursing for men. 
I think it’s important to match the balance in the communities 
we’re working for. And we don’t want to lose those people 
who would make fantastic nurses. ’

Work is central to ‘what 
it means to be a man’, 
which means some men 
opt for unemployment 
rather than taking on 
more ‘female’ roles

Source: NHS Digital

Figure 1 Gender split of working professionals in midwifery 
and nursing 2015/16

Male: 36,365 Female: 283,749

Male: 105 Female: 25,579

0
%

50 60 70 80 9010 20 30 40 100

Midwifery

Nursing
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She believes that, despite the presence of more male nurses in TV 
dramas, there is continued stereotyping of what a nurse looks like — 
and it isn’t a man.

In an effort to increase the number of male nursing students, 
Queen’s University Belfast recently aimed a campaign at all-boys 
schools — something that is easier in Northern Ireland, where many 
schools are segregated by gender. The result has been a rise of male 
nursing students from 6% 3 years ago to 10% today. The university’s 
school of nursing also now tests nurse applicants in 5-minute 
simulated clinical scenarios, as well as interviews. According to 
Professor Donna Fitzsimmons, head of the school of nursing: 

‘ Men seem to have benefited from the exercise. Men might 
find it harder to put into words their caring and compassionate 
qualities, but can demonstrate them more easily. ’Midwifery

Midwifery seems to be one of the last bastions of female-dominated 
nursing jobs. Although men have been allowed to train as midwives 
for 40 years, they still make up just a tiny proportion of the profession. 
Although a male midwife might seem a contradiction in terms, the 
word comes from two Old English words — ‘mid’ meaning ‘with’, and 
‘wyf ’ meaning ‘woman’ — so a midwife was a person who was with 
the person giving birth.

However, despite there being ‘man-midwives’ in the sixteenth 
century, traditionally the role has been performed by women. The 
1952 Midwives Act actually banned men from working as midwives, 
but following the passing of the 1976 Sex Discrimination Act, a 
group of male nurses, despite the opposition of the Royal College of 
Midwives, campaigned to be allowed to enter the profession.

Two experimental training programmes were set up — one in 
Islington, the other in Stirling — though men graduating from the 
programme were still only allowed to work in those two geographical 
areas. Eventually, it was considered ‘generally acceptable’ for men to 
work as midwives, and the Sex Discrimination (Midwives) Order of 
1983 finally lifted all gender restrictions. However, in March 2017, 
out of 43,168 registered midwives in the UK, only 188 were men — 
just 0.4% of the total.

Conclusion
There is little doubt that our view of many occupations is still 
influenced by gender stereotypes. However, the many and significant 
changes in the labour market might mean that these stereotypes will 
be increasingly challenged.

Despite the promises made by Donald Trump, it is unlikely that the 
developed world will see the return of large numbers of manufacturing 
jobs for men, while ageing populations will inevitably increase the 
demand for jobs in the nursing and caring sectors. Similarly, evidence 
shows that boys, in particular, benefit from male role models at 
school, particularly in their early years.

The rise of PCs, tablets and smartphones means that males are just 
as likely as females to use a keyboard these days, and both men and 
women are able to manage their work calendars and appointments 
without the need for a secretary. The pace of change may be slow, but 
it is difficult to see how it can be resisted.

Let’s give the final word to Dan Wicks, the cardiology matron at 
Guy’s and St Thomas’ NHS Foundation Trust. He is looking to encourage 
change. As he told a Guardian reporter: ‘Once you see a nurse in action 
giving you excellent care — that’s when the gender disappears.’

Chira, S. (24 June 2017) ‘Men don’t want to be nurses 
— their wives agree’, The New York Times. Available at: 
www.tinyurl.com/y74bdsxw.
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How could I use this in an exam?
Elements of this material can be used with a number of topic areas, 
including socialisation, gender stereotyping, inequality, families 
and households and work. There are several examples here of the 
effects of gender stereotypes on both men and women, and the jobs 
that they do. Attention is drawn to the changing nature of work. It is 
highly likely that many types of manufacturing job, particularly those 
involving hard physical labour, have gone for good. Increasingly, 
jobs will be concerned with dealing with people, where the required 
skills will include empathy and emotional sensitivity, attributes 
generally associated more with women than with men. Equally, 
with the continuing fight for gender equality, many highly skilled 
and leadership jobs traditionally associated with men will be filled 
by women. These factors are likely to bring about changes in our ideas 
about the presumed characteristics of males and females. There are 
also issues of patriarchy, with particular reference to the gender pay 
gap. You should therefore be able to draw on this article in answering 
any exam question where these issues are raised.

Being a carer or nurse 
includes physically 
demanding tasks
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sentiments have become a rallying cry for 
many of Europe’s far-right parties.

The German far-right
The Berlin ‘feminist mosque’ is significant in 
that Germany is increasingly divided in its 
stance towards Muslims. The fast-growing, 
far-right AfD (Alternative for Germany) party 
issued statements in 2016 warning against ‘the 
expansion and presence of growing numbers 
of Muslims on German soil’. Germany’s 
Muslim population is over 4 million. Arguing 
that it wants to ‘protect women’s rights’, the 
AfD, supported by some one in six of German 
voters, is calling for a ban on headscarves in 
German schools and universities. In February 
2017 Bavaria, Germany’s largest state, banned 
the wearing of full-face veils in schools, 
universities and government offices.

Not surprisingly, the new feminist 
initiative is not without its opponents. 
Seyran Ates, who has spent years fighting for 

In some European countries, including 
Germany, Switzerland, England and 
Denmark, and also in the USA, groups 

of Muslim women are introducing a new, 
feminist version of their faith. In so-called 
‘feminist mosques’, founded entirely or 
partly by women, female imams lead Friday 
prayers, give sermons and, in a major break 
with tradition, women and men regularly 
pray together.

The reason for the traditional segregation 
of the sexes during prayers is usually given as 
one of modesty. Some Muslims argue that the 
Qur’an does not explicitly call for this type 
of segregation, while others believe strongly 
that female voices should not be heard during 
prayers. However, women are said to have 
served as imams in the early days of Islam, 
and female activists have been challenging 
segregation for decades.

Berlin’s feminist mosque
In Berlin, Seyran Ates, a self-proclaimed 
Muslim feminist and founder of the city’s 
Ibn Rshd-Goethe mosque, believes that a 
more progressive, even feminist brand of 
Islam can help to ease some of the tensions 
arising in various European countries over 
whether and how to accept the arrival of a 
growing number of Muslims. Anti-Muslim 
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women’s rights, was forced to close her legal 
practice in 2006 following repeated death 
threats. The opening of the Berlin mosque 
raised a storm on social media under the 
hashtag ‘#Mosque without Islam’.

Equality
However, Elham Manea, a female imam who 
leads prayers at the Berlin mosque, says that 
mixed worship is an issue of equality:

 How and when a woman is asked to 
pray mirrors her social status within 
her community. She is asked to pray 
separately from men, to cover her hair 
during prayer … and to stop praying 
during her menstruation. … All these 
restrictions are placed on her because 
they mirror the social conviction that 
a woman is not fully complete and 
perfect like a man.

It will be interesting to see whether this 
vision of a new, feminist Islam will grow and 
take hold — and whether it will indeed lessen 
some of the existing tensions surrounding the 
co-existence of different faiths and cultures.

Joan Garrod

A feminist  
Islam? We explore the progressive, 

feminist ideas emerging 
from Muslim women in 
some Western countries

Go online for a presentation 
on Europe’s Muslim population  
(www.hoddereducation.co.uk/
sociologyreviewextras)
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semiotic analysis to investigate the teddy boy 
subculture of the 1950s, the mods of the mid-
1960s, the skinheads of the early 1970s, and 
the highly visible punk and Rasta subcultures 
of 1976–77. In contrast, comparatively little 
sociological attention has been paid to the 
youth subculture known as the ‘hippies’.

Global impact
However, this spectacular youth subculture 
had a global impact which still resonates 
today. For example, Fred Turner (2008) 
convincingly argues that many current single-
issue campaigns and pressure groups have 
their roots in the hippy movement of 1967. 
These include human rights (for example, 
Amnesty International), environmentalism 
(for example, Greenpeace), the organic 
food movement, vegetarianism, veganism, 
the anti-globalisation movement and  
even feminism.

Moreover, much of the digital technology 
that is part and parcel of modern social life — 
as well as websites such as Wikipedia — were 
created by counter-cultural technologists, 
such as Steve Jobs, Bill Gates and Jimmy 
Wales, who were motivated by the hippy 
ethos of anti-corporatism, communal 
sharing, personal liberty and openness.

The impact of working-class spectacular 
youth subcultures, in contrast, has been 
localised rather than global and was often 
confined to temporary moral panics about 
law and order.

Characteristics of the 
hippy subculture
Middle class
Most British spectacular youth subcultures have 
their origin in working-class communities, but 
the hippy subculture, which rapidly spread 
across the world from its beginnings in Haight-
Ashbury in San Francisco, was a very middle-
class phenomenon. Most hippies, whether in 
the USA or in Europe, were university students 
or college drop-outs who originally came from 
respectable suburban families.

Steve Chapman     Youth  
subcultures
  The rise and 

fall of the hippy 
counterculture

Steve Chapman looks at the hippy subculture 
of the 1960s and 1970s and shows how it 
differed from other youth subcultures of 
the time. He examines different aspects 
of the hippy subculture and discusses the 
reasons for its decline. He also shows how 
it has influenced more recent ideologies 
such as environmentalism, anti-globalisation 
and feminism and examines its links to the 
development of social media. At the end of 
his article, the author suggests ways in which 
this material could be used.

Signposts 

subculture, counterculture, moral panic

Key concepts Key concepts

After the 50th anniversary of the ‘summer of love’ of 1967 and 
the emergence of the middle-class ‘hippy’ youth subculture, 
why are sociologists revisiting the hippy movement?

Hippies, London, 1969

Sociological studies of youth culture 
have tended to focus on spectacular 
subcultures which originated among 

British working-class youth, such as the 
‘mods’ of the mid-1960s and the skinhead 
culture of the early 1970s. For example, 
sociologists from the Marxist-influenced 
Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies 
(CCCS) at the University of Birmingham used 

MANY CURRENT SINGLE-ISSUE 
CAMPAIGNS AND PRESSURE 
GROUPS HAVE THEIR ROOTS IN THE 
HIPPY MOVEMENT OF 1967
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Rejecting the mainstream

Rorobaugh (2015) describes hippies as a 
counterculture because members of this 
subculture rejected mainstream culture 
and were hostile to the establishment, 
big business, consumerism, materialism, 
parental authority and the politics of 
exclusion. They particularly resisted the 
social pressure to conform with regard to 
hair, dress, drug-use, sex and work. They 
celebrated non-conformity and hedonism.

Rorobaugh observes that hippies viewed 
mainstream authority as the

 source of virtually all social, political and 
economic ills, ranging from racism to 
the Vietnam War, corporate power and 
oppression of hippies and their lifestyle. 
Hippies looked askance at the nation-
state, its gargantuan size, its use of brutal 
force and its enthusiastic militarism, as 
evidenced by Vietnam. This was no way, 
hippies concluded, to run any society.

Hippies sought an alternative, new way of being 
and a more meaningful human experience 
based on the mantra ‘free love, free drugs 
and free thinking’. In this sense, Rorobaugh 
suggests that the hippy counterculture brought 
about the ‘biggest cultural shift in living 
memory’, which not only changed the way 
we think about ourselves, each other and the 
planet, but also the way many of us live today.

A large subculture
It is important, too, to see that this 
subculture attracted far more participants 
than other spectacular youth subcultures. 
Goldberg (2017) notes that tens of 
thousands of teenagers flocked to the hippy 
neighbourhood of Haight-Ashbury in San 
Francisco in 1967. Rorobaugh argues that, at 
its height in 1967–68, there were ‘hundreds 
of thousands or even millions’ of long-haired 
youth of both sexes dressed in tight-fitting 
jeans or bright-coloured pants wearing 
colourful tie-dyed T-shirts with or without 
printed slogans, and sockless sandals made 
cheaply from recycled tyres.

Hippies and the counterculture
The hippy subculture demonstrated its 
countercultural credentials in four key ways.

The Woodstock 
Festival, 1969

HIPPIES SOUGHT A MORE 
MEANINGFUL HUMAN EXPERIENCE 
BASED ON THE MANTRA ‘FREE 
LOVE, FREE DRUGS AND FREE 
THINKING’
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Political

Many hippies were overtly political in that 
they were anti-establishment, and the tribes 
and groups associated with them advocated 
either anarchist or new-left ideas. Two hippy 
leaders — Abbie Hoffman and Jerry Rubin — 
formed a new national political party in the 
USA known as the Yippies and actually put 
up a pig — Pigasus — as an official candidate 
in the 1968 US presidential election.

The Yippies opposed US involvement in 
the Vietnam War and encouraged young men 
to burn their Vietnam draft cards in public. In 
1968 these protests spread globally to London, 
Paris and Tokyo. The Yippies also attracted 
FBI attention when they allied themselves 
with the militant Black Panther group.

Economic
Hippy activists such as the Diggers in San 
Francisco were openly anti-capitalist and 
critical of corporate power. They set up a money-
free, self-sustaining community experiment 
in San Francisco in which everything was 
collectively shared and food was given away in 
protest at the economic and racial inequality 
and injustice that characterised US society 
in this period. Meanwhile the Yippies, who 
believed in protest as theatrical spectacle, 
shocked bankers on Wall Street by setting 
fire to US dollars on the floor of the US Stock 
Exchange.

In the years that followed, hundreds 
of Digger-inspired communes were 
established across the USA which brought 
about a ‘revolution’ in sexual attitudes. 
Traditional relationships such as marriage 
and the nuclear family, and sexual mores 
such as monogamy, were rejected as 
‘bourgeois’ because according to hippy 
ideology they treated people as property. In 
contrast, many hippy communes favoured 
‘free love’— the sharing of sexual partners. 
Many communes were also organised 
along co-operative lines — group decision-
making was encouraged and authoritarian 
hierarchies were rejected.

Spiritual

There was a spiritual dimension to the 
hippy counterculture. Hippies rejected the 
materialism of their parents’ generation and 
looked to Eastern religions such as Hinduism, 
Hare Krishna, Transcendental Meditation and 
Buddhism for spiritual and mystical guidance.

Rorobaugh observes that hippies stressed 
the need for ‘authenticity’ in their personal 
lives, relationships and in the larger social 
structure. This search for self-enlightenment 
led many hippies to seek out charismatic 
leaders of what Roy Wallis has called ‘new 
religious movements’ such as the Children 
of God, the Jesus People, the People’s Temple 
and Scientology. Moreover, ‘new age’ religions 
such as the Findhorn Foundation in the UK 
and the Human Potential movement in the 
USA also benefited in the late 1960s from 
the hippy interest in ecology, self-awareness, 
spontaneity and experimentation with mind-
altering drugs such as LSD.

New-age practices encouraged users to 
raise their consciousness, to ‘live in the 

moment’ and to look within themselves for 
answers. The hippy guru of LSD, Dr Timothy 
Leary, for example, encouraged young people 
to ‘turn on, tune in to LSD and to drop out’ 
of mainstream society.

Artistic
Music, especially psychedelic music, was 
a major means of globally disseminating 
hippy ideas. Many musicians of the time, 
such as The Beatles, Pink Floyd and The 
Grateful Dead experimented with both 
mind-altering drugs and mystical religions 
to produce psychedelic records such as Sgt. 
Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band and songs 
such as ‘All You Need Is Love’ aimed at raising 
people’s consciousness. The Beatles even set 
up a company — AppleCorps — based on 
Digger principles, which was described as an 
experiment in hippy capitalism because it 
ended up giving away most of its stock. The 
culmination of this revolution in psychedelic 
music was the Woodstock Festival, which was 
attended by 400,000 hippies in August 1969, 
and the first Glastonbury Festival in 1970.

The decline of hippy subculture
Most cultural commentators agree that 
by 1971–72 the hippy counterculture had 
probably run its course. There were a number 
of reasons for this. Although hippies generally 
believed in peaceful protest, the official 
state reaction to this counterculture was 
exceptionally violent and repressive. Police 
officers brutally put down anti-Vietnam War 
demonstrations in Chicago, London and 

The Beatles 
with Maharishi 
Mahesh Yogi

How to use this material
If you are studying the AQA specification, the hippy culture can usefully be employed as an 
illustration both of a deviant youth group and a moral panic. Note, too, that this article argues 
that the participatory nature of a lot of new media originated in the participatory nature of the 
hippy counterculture.

If you are studying the OCR specification, youth culture and mass media are options on the 
‘Socialisation, culture and identity’ paper. This article also contains information that may prove 
useful for illustrating the A-level compulsory topic ‘Globalisation and the digital social world’ as 
well as the option of ‘Crime and deviance’.
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Paris. The Yippie leaders Rubin and Hoffman 
were arrested, convicted and sent to prison.

Student protesters were also shot dead 
by the National Guard at the University of 
Berkeley in California in 1969 and at Kent 
State University in Ohio in 1970. In 1969 
the Black Panther leader Fred Hampton was 
killed by the FBI. In the UK, the three editors 
of the hippy magazine Oz were put on trial, 
found guilty and imprisoned for ‘obscenity’.

Violence
There were also signs that the hippy dream 
had gone sour internally. In 1969 Charles 
Manson and members of his hippy commune 
known as ‘The Family’ were arrested and 
imprisoned for the brutal murder of at least 
seven people in California.

By 1970 some young activists had given 
up on the idea of achieving social change 
by peaceful means and turned to violence 
to symbolise their opposition to the state 
and capitalist society. For example, in the 
USA, these oppositional groups included 
the Weathermen, the Symbionese Liberation 
Army and the Unibomber. In the UK, they 
included the Angry Brigade and in West 
Germany the Baader-Meinhof Gang or Red 
Army Faction.

Incorporation and dilution
Dick Hebdige (1979) observes that potentially 
problematic subcultures are often rendered 
powerless by capitalist society through a 
process he calls ‘incorporation’. In the case 
of hippies, their subcultural style was quickly 
incorporated into mainstream fashion. 
Hebdige argues that this process commodified 
the hippy counterculture which in turn 
watered down its ideological significance and 
rendered it ‘safe’ and ‘unthreatening’.

Record companies and radio stations put 
pressure on the more ‘political’ bands to dilute 
or abandon altogether the political and drug-
related content of their lyrics. At the same 
time, hippy ideals were transformed into 
mainstream musicals, such as Hair, Godspell 
and Jesus Christ Superstar and Hollywood 
movies such as Easy Rider.

Furthermore, the state cracked down on 
hippy subculture by cutting off their access 
to psychedelic drugs such as LSD. Jock Young 
(1972) documents the moral panic in the UK 
that appeared in the late 1960s around the 
hippy use of soft drugs such as marijuana 
and LSD.

Young observed that this moral panic 
resulted in the setting up of drug squads 
which targeted hippies and celebrities who 
used recreational drugs. Increased police 
activity forced soft-drug use underground 
and probably led to the import of hard drugs 
such as heroin by organised criminal gangs.

Sexism
Finally, there is some evidence that women’s 
experience of the hippy counterculture may 
have been quite negative. Accounts of women’s 
experience in the 1960s suggest that many 
women experienced the hippy communal 
and sexual lifestyles as extremely exploitative. 
Feminists were particularly critical of the 
Yippee attitude towards women in which they 
were dubbed ‘chicks’ and were only trusted 

to roll joints or make coffee for men. Robin 
Morgan argues that the hippy slogan of ‘free 
love’ often hid violence and rape.

The influence of hippy 
subculture today
Female reactions to male hippy exploitation 
may, consequently, have inspired some 
elements of feminism and the women’s 
liberation movement. Turner (2008) also 
argues that the hippy counterculture has 
had a profound effect on the world 50 
years on. He claims that the hippy ideals 
of egalitarianism, personal empowerment 
and community, inspired the digital utopia 
of the personal computer, the internet and 
social media platforms such as Wikipedia, 
which were invented or founded by ex-hippy 
entrepreneurs.

Moreover, this digital revolution has 
been a key factor in the dissemination of 
hippy ideas, via what Castells (2012) calls 
mass participatory ‘self-communication’ 
networks relating to environmentalism, 
new-age spirituality and anti-globalisation. 
The hippies may have recommended ‘tuning 
out’ but their ideas still have significant 
impact today.

FEMALE REACTIONS TO MALE 
HIPPY EXPLOITATION MAY, 
CONSEQUENTLY, HAVE INSPIRED 
SOME ELEMENTS OF FEMINISM 
AND THE WOMEN’S LIBERATION 
MOVEMENT
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School  
subcultures
Following on from our previous issue, we explore a sample 
answer to the school subcultures question

In the February issue of SOCIOLOGY REVIEW, we asked you to think 
about, and ideally write an answer to, a practice AQA-style 
Methods in Context question — a type of question which appears 

on both AS and A-level papers. In this issue, we look at a sample 
answer and provide a commentary on it, pointing out its strengths 
and weaknesses.

If you have written your own answer, you can compare it with the 
sample provided here and consider the strengths and weaknesses of 
your own attempt. This should help you to develop your technique 
in answering this type of question and, in particular, assist you in 
developing your application skills, which are crucial for Methods in 
Context questions.

Question
Read Item A and answer the question that follows.
Item A
Secondary school pupil subcultures can be based on many different 
pupil characteristics including gender, class, ethnicity, school streaming 
and leisure interests. Sociologists are interested in the effects of 
subcultural memberships on academic achievement. Some pupil 
subcultures are more hostile to the values of the school than others 
and the values of different subcultures may encourage or discourage 
academic success. Unstructured interviews are sometimes used to 
collect data from individuals about school subcultures because they 
allow each pupil to explain in their own words what the subculture 
means to them and how it affects their behaviour. An unstructured 
interview can give the researcher the opportunity to develop a rapport 
with the pupil, which in turn means the answers are more likely to be 
honest and detailed. However, this is a time-consuming process which 
limits the number of interviews that can be conducted.
 Applying material from Item A and your knowledge of research 
methods, evaluate the strengths and limitations of using unstructured 
interviews to investigate pupil subcultures. (20 marks)

Answer by Abeera

As Item A suggests, using unstructured interviews when 
researching subcultures is useful as a way of building up a 

rapport. As some subcultures may be hostile to the values 
of the school, they may not trust outsiders who want to 
research them. As unstructured interviews are informal, they 
allow researchers to build trust with the subjects, allowing 
them to reveal more insights into their lived experience. On 
practical terms then, unstructured interviews are better than 
monotonous structured interviews as a way of understanding 
issues such as their social values and practices.

Abeera makes a good start, ensuring that she uses the Item 
straightaway. She also makes an excellent point about the specific 
problems of building rapport with members of school subcultures who 
may be hostile to outsiders. This demonstrates that she is thinking 
about the specific research context and the topic in relation to the 
specified research method. The final sentence is somewhat misleading 
in suggesting that the paragraph is discussing practical issues, when it 
focuses more on theoretical issues, and structured interviews are not 
necessarily monotonous. Nevertheless, this is a strong start.

Interpretivists argue that interviews provide rich qualitative 
data which provide deeper insight into the functioning of 
individuals and social groups. Interviews allow for people to 
expand on their feelings and emotions about certain issues. 
These are more revealing than simple survey or quantitative 
data, which can only go so far in understanding the character 
of social life. From a Weberian perspective, this provides a 
strong sense of ‘verstehen’, in other words, getting into the 
shoes of the participants.

In this paragraph, Abeera makes some good points about the strengths 
of interviews from an interpretive viewpoint, but she has rather lost 
the focus on studying subcultures in schools. She gains some credit for 
her understanding of unstructured interviews as a research method, 
but this is not as strong as the first paragraph in terms of application 
to the question. She might also have pointed out the importance of 
subjects responding using their own words and expressions.

Furthermore, group interviews would allow for analysing 
the group dynamics within a particular subculture. This is 
particularly important in relation to subcultures, as they will 
adopt similar behaviours within a group. These could be 

 education with methods in context 
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correlated with individual interviews in order to gain more 
understanding into how subcultures are formed on an actor-
network basis.

This short paragraph is specifically related to studying subcultures 
and, as such, demonstrates good application skills. Abeera shows 
an awareness of the importance of interaction in subcultures and 
how this could be observed in group interviews. However, she isn’t 
entirely convincing when arguing that group interviews will enable 
the researcher to understand group dynamics by correlating with 
individual interviews (which is what the question is asking about). It 
might have been better to use this point to identify a weakness of 
using individual interviews to study this topic.

While there are significant strengths in this research method, 
there are also severe limitations. First, on practical grounds, as 
Item A suggests, they are very time consuming. As building up 
a rapport is necessary, this could be very hard and potentially 
dangerous. As these studies are time consuming, it is harder to 
understand subcultures as a wider phenomenon across society. 
To interview all people within a subculture would be near 
impossible, and require extensive funding. Another practical 
issue is that there may have been long bureaucratic processes 
to allow for the interviews to go ahead. These would include a 
criminal record check and permission to work in schools. These 
are particularly important when dealing with school children.

A structure is starting to emerge in the answer, along with a balance 
between discussing strengths and limitations and a clearer use of 
distinctions between practical, ethical and theoretical issues. The first 
part of the paragraph possibly exaggerates the dangers of studying 
subcultures in the context of a school, and may be more applicable 
to studying subcultures outside the education system. However, the 
later part of the paragraph is better directed towards the particular 
issues raised when researching children in schools. One potential 
problem of unstructured interviews is making sure your respondents 
talk about the things that you, the researcher, are interested in.

Ethical issues also arise. First, there is one of consent and 
power-relations. As researchers place themselves within a 
subculture in order to interview them, they may tend to abuse 
this position of power to gain something for themselves. For 
example, interviewees may be encouraged to buy a particular 
product affiliated with the researcher. They may also risk 
physical and verbal abuse from researchers. Confidentiality 
would also have to be upheld, but may be exposed through 
hacking. Revealing personal information through interviews 
may tarnish the credibility of interviewees.

Abeera makes some interesting points here and some of them were 
well-chosen. For example, the mention of confidentiality and of 
power-relations are both important. But some of the points are a 
little far-fetched. It seems unlikely that properly vetted researchers 
will abuse those they are studying, or that they will try to sell 
them products. Although these are possible problems, it would 
have been better to have developed the discussion of consent 
and confidentiality. A more likely problem is that there could be a 
conflict between confidentiality and interviewees revealing that 
they have been victims of abuse or that they feel threatened by 
members of school subcultures.

Theoretically, unstructured interviews are also limited. First, 
the information can be vague and nondescript. Therefore, it 
relies heavily on the researcher’s biases to form a judgement 

on the meanings of answers given. The validity of such data is 
also questionable. As acting within a group, interviewees may 
exaggerate or down-play their position for the purposes of fun, 
or to heighten their group solidarity.

Abeera makes some useful general points about theoretical 
problems with interviews and there is some potentially useful 
discussion of the dynamics of group interviews in this paragraph. 
Careful reading of the Item, though, would have shown that 
the question is about individual interviews and not about group 
interviews so the relevance of some of these comments is unclear. 
This demonstrates that the Item needs to be read and analysed 
carefully to ensure that you fully understood the nature of the 
research you are being asked to discuss.

Overall, unstructured interviews are useful in gaining a deeper 
insight into the social worlds of subcultures. They provide thick, 
rich data for analysis, which is valued strongly by interpretivists. 
However, they carry the burden of practical, ethical and 
theoretical concerns. Without these concerns being addressed 
and rebalanced (for example through providing consent 
forms), the research runs the risk of being unsubstantiated or 
unethical. However, if triangulated with other methods, such as 
questionnaires and non-participant observation, unstructured 
interviews are arguably one of the most effective methods for 
understanding school subcultures.

It is useful to have a concluding paragraph and this conclusion draws 
together some of the strengths and weaknesses of unstructured 
interviews very well. It also makes a useful additional point about 
how some problems (in this case ethical ones) can be overcome 
through careful planning of the research (the use of consent forms). 
It is helpful for Abeera to show that the use of multiple methods 
can help to overcome problems with using one method alone. Apart 
from the mention of consent forms though, there is nothing specific 
in this paragraph about studying subcultures in schools. They are 
mentioned at the end, but without great conviction.

Summary

Overall, Abeera has produced a competent answer, one which 
shows a good understanding of research methods in general, and 
of unstructured interviews in particular. The structure of the answer 
is good, with an introduction, a discussion of the strengths of 
unstructured interviews, a consideration of practical, ethical and 
theoretical limitations, and finally a conclusion.

Early in the response Abeera makes some very good specific points 
about the use of this method (unstructured interviews) in studying 
the particular social group (school children) in relation to a particular 
topic (school subcultures). However, later on, most of the comments 
become rather generalised and stray into discussing unstructured 
group interviews rather than interviews with individuals. So, while 
Abeera demonstrates that she has good knowledge and understanding 
and the ability to evaluate, the application to the question is patchy, 
as is the analysis of the question. For these reasons Abeera gets into 
the lower end of the second highest mark band (13–16). 

 Mark 14/20

This article is the responsibility of SOCIOLOGY REVIEW and has been neither provided 
nor approved by AQA.

Martin Holborn is a managing editor of SOCIOLOGY REVIEW.
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Sexuality and
identity in the UK

 understanding data 

Opinion of same-sex relationships
It is 50 years since sex between two men over 21 and ‘in private’ 
was decriminalised. In 2014, gay marriage in England, Scotland 
and Wales was legalised. Levels of public approval in Britain for 
same-sex relationships have been steadily rising since the late-1980s 
(see Figure 1), although a substantial minority of people, especially 
older people and those from specific faith backgrounds, still have 
difficulties accepting such changes.
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Figure 1 British public’s view of same-sex relationships

The LGB population
Estimating, for sociological and policy research, the number of people 
who are gay and lesbian in the UK is difficult because of the personal 
nature of this information and probably because of persisting 
prejudice. In social surveys, some respondents have chosen the 
‘prefer not to answer’ box, or they may disguise their sexuality rather 
than reveal this sort of information to researchers.

However, the latest Office for National Statistics (ONS) figures claim 
to be a better assessment than previous attempts because fewer 
respondents failed to complete the question. Perhaps this is a more 
accurate guide than previously? If it is, then these survey returns 
show that just under 2% of those involved identify themselves as 
gay, lesbian or bisexual (see Figure 2). Some 93.5% of those who 
responded said that they were ‘heterosexual or straight’, with missing 
cases at just over 4%. There were twice as many men reporting that 
they were gay as there were women reporting that they were lesbian.
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Figure 2 2% of people in the UK identify as lesbian, gay 
or bisexual

We explore data revealing the 
UK’s changing perceptions 
of LGBT identities
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Evaluating the data
The claim that just below 2% of people in the UK are gay, lesbian or 
bisexual may come as a surprise to some — especially perhaps to 
those in government circles. When, in 2006, officials were analysing 
the likely financial implications of the new Civil Partnerships Act, 
the Treasury estimated the proportion of people concerned to be 
about 6% — around the same as predicted by the gay rights charity, 
Stonewall. Other estimates from earlier academic research had 
suggested that the figure could be 10%.

So, are these latest findings really reliable? If so, this would mean 
over 1 million people in the UK — 1,026,000 — self-identify as gay, 
lesbian or bisexual, up 11.4% on the previous year and the largest 
increase since ONS records began. But what does this tell us? That 
more people feel comfortable in talking about such matters? Or does 
it indicate some wider, more significant, social change?

Younger people, aged from 16 to 24, certainly seem more likely to 
identify as lesbian, gay or bisexual than any other age group, with 
4.1% of young people fitting into these categories — amounting to 
just over one in 25 of all young people in the UK (see Figure 3).

A spokesperson from LGBT rights charity Stonewall said: ‘It is 
important to recognise the context of this kind of research. Although 
people may feel comfortable answering an anonymous survey, they 

may struggle to open up about their identity with friends, family 
or colleagues. It is vital to recognise the discrimination and anti-
LGBT abuse that still exists.’ It is important, of course, to look at 
the samples, measures and methods used for any study. Change is 
happening in this area — but finding out the extent and the speed of 
this change relies upon using well-designed research and, most of all, 
on the willingness of the public to answer deeply personal questions.

John Williams is a managing editor of SOCIOLOGY REVIEW.

Source: ONS

Figure 3 Younger people are more likely to identify as LGB
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Across the industry, the 
soul-searching came to rest on 

the failure to challenge what was 
called a ‘post-truth’ culture, with 

the US president at the heart of it. In 
a ‘post-truth’ culture, whether something 

is true or not is unimportant and does not 
determine whether it is published as ‘news’. 

For a number of news outlets, the solution to 
post-truth politics is simply fact-checking ‘fake 
news’. However, the idea of a post-truth political 
culture suggests that fact-checking does not 
determine whether something is believed or 
not. This leaves considerable uncertainty about 
what can and should be published.

The term ‘post-truth’ was not introduced 
to deal with political rhetoric or misleading 
claims. It is defined by Oxford Dictionaries 
as relating to ‘circumstances in which 
objective facts are less influential in shaping 
public opinion than appeals to emotion’. 
But as Oxford Dictionaries announced that 
‘post-truth’ would be the word of the year 
in 2016, the panel noted that the term is no 

The mainstream   media in a  
‘post-truth’ world

Catherine Happer takes a look at the role 
of the media, particularly journalism, in the 
current climate of ‘fake news’. As a result of 
growing public distrust in ‘news’ in general, 
there is a struggle taking place between 
different ideologies and over what counts 
as credible journalism. Social media are 
being used by both the right (e.g. Donald 
Trump) and the left (e.g. Jeremy Corbyn) 
to put forward an alternative ideology to 
challenge the mainstream media. Happer 
argues that the outcome of this struggle 
between left and right, and between 
mainstream media and social media, will 
have a profound impact on the future of the 
media and on what counts as ‘truth’. 

This article is of obvious relevance to 
those taking the ‘Mass media’ topic, but 
in addressing a range of contemporary 
issues in a period of rapid social and 
political change it is of benefit to all 
sociology students.

Signposts 

post-truth, neo-liberalism, cultural 
hegemony

Key concepts Key concepts

Do we live in a ‘post-truth’ world? And 
are the mainstream media part of the 
problem rather than the solution?

IN A ‘POST-TRUTH’ CULTURE, 
WHETHER SOMETHING IS TRUE OR 
NOT IS UNIMPORTANT AND DOES 
NOT DETERMINE WHETHER IT IS 
PUBLISHED AS ‘NEWS’

In the aftermath of Donald Trump’s 
election success for US president, the 
New York Times published an editorial 

addressed to its readers which promised ‘to 
re-dedicate ourselves to the fundamental 
mission of Times journalism’. It was an 
uncharacteristic admission of the soul-
searching among mainstream journalists 
in the USA about why they thought that 
journalism had ‘failed’ the people.
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Catherine HapperThe mainstream   media in a  
‘post-truth’ world

longer restricted to essayists and academics. 
It has entered the ‘national and international 
consciousness’. In fact, it has entered the public 
domain — as is often the case — in large part 
because journalists started talking about it.

But in what ways had journalism ‘failed’ 
the people? Answering this question requires 
some collective sense of what journalism 
should aim to achieve. Is it to represent the 
public interest? To inform and shape decision-
making? Or is it to give audiences what they 
want to read? Such divergence relates in part 
to the conflicting models that exist of the role 
of media in a liberal democracy (see Box 1).

Cultural hegemony and the post-
truth world
The social theorist Antonio Gramsci argues 
that power is exercised, in large part, through 
domination in the sphere of ideas and culture 
— what he calls cultural hegemony. The job 
of organising this dominant public view of 
things — making beliefs which serve ruling-
class interests seem ‘inevitable’ or ‘common 
sense’ — falls to those who manage the 
cultural sphere.

This process should be seen as a constant 
struggle, as ‘common sense’ has to be 
constantly revised to reflect changes in social 

experience. In the struggle over dominating 
ideas, journalists always play a key role in 
attributing meaning and importance to the 
words and phrases that we use to make sense 
of things.

So, whose interests might be met by using 
the post-truth narrative? Implicit here is that 
the ‘truth’ was once firmly in place in political 
and media debate, as news outlets such as the 
New York Times claim. Here we can see the 
subtle process of (re)positioning mainstream 
journalism as the central purveyor of this 
noble ‘truth’. This story makes mainstream 
journalists champions of the public and at 
the centre of democratic life — while ignoring 
the possibility, of course, that they may have 
always misrepresented the ‘news’.

A neo-liberal media
How have sociologists understood the recent 
period in media history before the ‘post-
truth’ era? The wider context is the socio-
economic transformations in the West over 
the last 30 years, often defined as the neo-
liberal era. Neo-liberalism is concerned 
with the promotion of ‘free markets’ and 
individualism — the freedom of choice in 
respect of work, leisure, healthcare and so on.

However, these choices are to a degree an 
illusion. Because, in practice, we see increased 

state intervention in the market place to 
redirect power to large global corporations, 
so the level-playing field, of free competition 
and free choice, is not realised. In fact, 
inequalities have grown and social mobility 
is more limited.

We can identify two important implications 
of neo-liberalism for the mainstream media:

 ■ One is the consolidation of power at the 
top of society, with the elites in politics, media 
and business being increasingly drawn from 
the same social groups. They work closely 
together on PR strategies which manage the 
news in their shared interests.

 ■ The second is that political reporting, 
rooted in these processes and relations, 
is increasingly removed from the actual 
experiences of the public.

This is not only because journalists 
are drawn from different social worlds, 
but also because the task of making neo-
liberalism seem ‘natural’ or ‘common 

Box 1 The role of the 
media in a democracy

There are conflicting models for 
conceptualising the role of the media in 
Western democracies.

In the liberal tradition, the mass media have 
been understood as the ‘fourth estate’, 
which implies that they are autonomous 
from governmental power. Here the media 
are seen to represent the public interest and 
hold power to account.

By contrast, in the political economy approach, 
the media is understood to serve power, 
with media messages influenced by media 
ownership, commercial imperative and the 
wider corporate culture. The media can still be 
seen as a site of struggle, but the interests of 
the powerful are generally decisive.

The political economy approach is the one 
adopted in this article.

THE MEDIA HAVE SUFFERED FROM 
A FAILURE TO EXPOSE THE GAP 
BETWEEN WHAT POLITICIANS 
SAY AND WHAT IS ACTUALLY 
HAPPENING

A Tea Party rally, New York 2010. 
Donald Trump exploits a scepticism 
about the media which has been in 
place for some time
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sense’ has become more difficult. On the 
reporting of the financial crash, or of the 
justification for austerity, the media have 
suffered from a failure to expose the gap 
between what politicians say and what is  
actually happening.

While the true nature of neo-liberalism 
is clouded, and a lack of transparency is 
built into decision-making, the gap between 
ideological claims and awareness of the 
impacts of the political system have grown. 
For example, falling living standards and 
declining public services contrast with 
the promise that neo-liberalism will bring 
prosperity for all. The story of neo-liberalism 
has become less solid. We are seeing perhaps 
what Gramsci calls ‘flashes’: the beginnings 
of a new ‘common sense’ which can see 
through neo-liberal ideology.

A crisis in trust
A clear body of evidence is emerging of the 
growing discontent with the political system: 
it lies in the research relating to trust in public 
institutions. The Economist Intelligence Unit’s 
annual Democracy Index for 2016 showed 
such a level of erosion of trust in American 
politicians that the USA was branded a 
‘flawed democracy’. The 2017 Edelman Trust 
Barometer reveals that trust is in crisis around 

the world, and the media have suffered more 
than many other institutions.

A series of qualitative studies, looking at 
audience reception of news media in the USA 
and UK between 2011–15 conducted by the 
Glasgow Media Group (Wellesley et al. 2015; 
Happer and Philo 2016), also confirms the 
crisis in public trust. These findings indicate 
that this extends beyond politicians and 
journalists to the range of voices which are 
heard in the public sphere:

 ■ scientists who have their own agendas
 ■ economists, who led us into the financial 

crisis
 ■ lawyers, who let errant politicians off the 

hook. 
These quotes illustrate the type of public 

sentiment expressed in both the USA and  
the UK:

 You have to play by other people’s 
rules…it’s just a big system of politics 
and funding and fundraisers. (male, 
USA, lower income, 2015)

 They [the media] all have their own 
political agendas…I couldn’t trust 
them as far as I could throw them. 
They’re in cahoots with the military, 
the government, they toe the line and 
they don’t tell you the truth. (male, UK, 
middle income, 2014)

 The government is going to tell you 
what they want you to believe. Just 
like we don’t know what happens in 
Korea…it’s the communications that 
they are allowing you to read. (male, 
USA, lower income, 2015)

The role of digital media

In the digital age, we can see the ways in which 
social media may exacerbate this process of 
growing public distrust. Theoretically, in 
the social media environment, audiences 
can engage with the very broadest spectrum 
of opinion, and with the widest range of 
public debates. But actually there is so much 
information available it is overwhelming. 
Evidence suggests that immersion in an 
environment in which media users are 
confronted simultaneously with endless 
arguments and counter-arguments can simply 
lead to withdrawal and disengagement.  
As this focus group respondent notes:

TRUST IS IN CRISIS AROUND THE 
WORLD, AND THE MEDIA HAVE 
SUFFERED MORE THAN MANY 
OTHER INSTITUTIONS

President Trump pointing and 
shouting at the ‘dishonest’ 
media, 2017
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WHEN THE PUBLIC NO LONGER 
TRUST THE PUBLIC NARRATIVE, THE 
RISK IS THAT SOCIETY ATOMISES, 
AND A ‘STRONG MAN’ COMES 
ALONG AND FILLS THE GAP

 I think it’s because we’re exposed to so 
many opinions from people and, you 
know, a lot of the time it is conflicting 
opinions, you don’t know who to 
believe, so it’s a case of believing 
nothing instead of believing anything. 
(female, UK, middle income, 2014)

Paradoxically, in a digital environment in 
which audiences are constantly in motion, 
most people do not engage with a wide 
range of opinion and sources. Instead they 
forge a very insular set of media views, one 
which often reflects their own interests and 
aligns them with a narrow collective of like-
minded media users. In this new atomised 
public space, credibility is assessed on a 
quite different set of criteria. Information 
is legitimised or disregarded on the basis of 
sharing, liking and loving — but also hating, 
and via emotions such as shock and anger. 
Theorists such as Zizi Papacharissi (2014) 
show the way in which social media facilitate 
engagement with politics on the basis of 
feelings more than belief.

From believing in nothing to 
believing in anything
The philosopher Hannah Arendt argues in 
her book The Origins of Totalitarianism (1976) 
that when the public no longer trust the 
public narrative, when there is no unifying 
story, the risk is that society atomises, and a 
‘strong man’ comes along and fills the gap. 
The public cling to an alternative story which 
speaks to their disillusionment. Here is a 
quote from Donald Trump during his 2016 
election campaign. America, he argued, is

 being led by a group of censors, critics 
and cynics. Remember: all of the 
people telling you that you can’t have 
the country you want, are the same 
people telling you that I wouldn’t be 
standing here tonight. No longer can 
we rely on those elites in media and 
politics, who will say anything to keep 
a rigged system in place.

What is striking here is how similar this 
sounds to the comments made in focus groups, 
even before Trump was campaigning. Trump 
is effectively harnessing feelings of distrust 

which can be further nurtured in intensively 
tailored and narrow media landscapes. The 
new president redirects attention away from 
truth-seeking to exposing the corruption and 
lies of those who claim to speak it — for him 
the mainstream media are the ‘fake news’.

As Hannah Arendt notes, when investment 
in the public sphere collapses, then believing 
or non-believing becomes unimportant — it 
is the direction in which rage is pointed that is 
significant. It is at this point, Arendt notes, that 
people often find themselves moving from a 
belief in nothing to a belief in anything. 

The battle to win consent
When Gramscian ‘flashes’ emerge, this opens 
up a space for alternative voices to be heard. 
For a period at least, different perspectives 
exist in a state of conflict and there is a struggle 
over which ideas will dominate and which 
interests will be served. The old ideas may be 
reworked, a whole new set might emerge — or 
a mix of both. Critiques of the system may be 
absorbed into a new set of dominant ideas. We 
can see a battle over hegemonic ideas taking 
place in the public realm:

Journalists are battling to reinstate 
mainstream media — and the neo-liberal 
centre-ground of politics — at the heart of 
democracy by critiquing Trump’s ‘post-truth’ 
politics.

Trump and his team are battling to 
position mainstream journalism — or the 
‘fake news’ as he calls it — as the work of 
corrupt elites, with him offering an extreme 
right-wing alternative.

Currently, Donald Trump and his team 
seem to better understand the nuances of this 
period in which digital technologies — and 
the politics of feelings — nurture discontent 
and disbelief. However, his current approval 
levels (October 2017) are low at broadly 37%. 
He is not taking the majority of the public 
with him. Journalism is suffering some of 
the lowest trust ratings of all time — and 
this demonstrates a failure to understand 
the disconnection which now exists between 
journalists and their audiences.

In my view, it is the winning back of trust in 
their profession that journalists must address. 
This is something which, crucially, involves a 
more reflective take on their own culpability 
for going along, largely uncritically, with the 
ideology of neo-liberalism in the past.

Conclusion
While this struggle over ‘fake news’ and 
hegemony has been going on, in the UK 
quite a different set of ideas is being aired 

through a re-energised Labour Party under 
Jeremy Corbyn. Labour out-performed all 
predictions by the pollsters in the 2017 UK 
general election. Much of Corbyn’s success 
can be related to the grassroots work of 
the wider party and its efforts on reaching 
younger voters via social media.

The mainstream media have not supported 
Corbyn, who also represents a challenge to 
the neo-liberal ‘centre-ground’ of politics, but 
from a left-wing position rather than a right-
wing one favoured by Donald Trump.

In times of rapid political change, it is 
unclear what dominant ideas may emerge in 
the longer term, both in the USA and the UK. 
The challenge to the mainstream media, from 
both right and left of the political spectrum, 
may shift their take on ‘the news’ considerably. 
But historically, powerful elites are very 
effective in reworking cultural hegemony in 
their favour. This struggle over ideas is likely 
to shape what does, and does not, count as 
‘truth’ rather more than ‘fact-checking’.
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The ‘gig 
economy’

Can you see that guy riding his bike like crazy with a Deliveroo pack on his back? 
(Is he coming to my house? What did I order?) Do you know people who call 
a taxi by using an Uber app on their phone? And when it arrives does it look 

like an ordinary car? If the answer is ‘yes’ then you have been witnessing the so-called 
‘gig’ economy. You might even work in it yourself or have friends or relations who do.

 stretch and challenge 

The nature of work has changed recently for 
many people. Do short-term contracts comprise 
a welcome flexibility or worker exploitation?
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What is meant by the ‘gig economy’?

Why ‘gig’? Well, because instead of receiving a wage for a week’s work, 
workers get paid for a ‘gig’: a small task, like a single delivery or a 
taxi fare.

Another way of describing it, which is a little more sociological, 
is that a gig economy is a labour market which is characterised by 
short-term contracts or freelance work in a more flexible ‘just-in-
time’ economy, as opposed to one based on longer term, less flexible, 
permanent jobs. In a fast-moving, increasingly 24-hour society, one in 
which people have lots of different responsibilities, the gig economy 
might seem to many people to be a perfect fit.

At its best, the gig economy offers a working environment that 
provides flexibility with regard to employment hours that workers 
control, so that people work only when they want to or when they 
need income. This might especially suit those middle-class creatives 
and professional workers, for example, who prefer to manage their 
work hours and who can easily operate at home. But it might also be 
useful for young people or parents who have to fit short periods of 
work in between hectic domestic responsibilities or studying.

The flexible nature of this work also offers benefits to employers, 
of course. They only pay for labour when the work is available, and 
they don’t incur staff costs when demand falls. They also don’t have 
to offer holiday pay and other usual worker rights.

People who don’t do gigs but are on zero-hours contracts are seen 
as employees in some sense, so they are entitled to holiday pay. But, 
like those in the gig economy, they are usually not entitled to sick pay. 
If you don’t work, then you don’t get paid.

What issues are raised by this concept?
Negatives
This lack of basic rights is why its critics see the gig economy as 
problematic. They claim it is a form of high-profit exploitation, with 
very little on offer in terms of workplace protection or a sense of 
local engagement. In fact, the gig economy can be seen as a negative 
example of globalisation, writ large.

Uber Technologies, for example, has its headquarters in San 
Francisco. However, this global transportation technology company 
reportedly operates in 633 cities worldwide because it develops and 

Read this article carefully, together with any other material you can 
find on this subject — for example, read the Taylor Review and make 
a search of online newspapers. Then answer the following questions:

• Outline and explain two ways in which the gig economy could be 
of benefit to workers.

• Outline and explain two ways in which working in the gig economy 
could damage workers’ health.

• Evaluate the view that the gig economy is of far more benefit to 
employers than to workers.

Note: To demonstrate the skills of analysis and evaluation, remember 
to discuss that the phrase ‘gig economy’ covers many different types 
of work.

Activity 
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Source: fullfact.org (see www.tinyurl.com/ydd7l4wd.)

Figure 1 Comparing numbers on the gig economy (millions)

operates the mobile apps used in Uber car transportation and food 
delivery. It has very low infrastructural costs — Uber drivers, for 
example, typically use their own cars.

In the UK it has been estimated that more than 1 million people 
may be employed in gig economy work. (See Figure 1.) As many as 
4.5 million people — the so-called ‘precariat’ — may be in highly 
insecure or zero-hours work.

A number of cases have recently been brought to UK courts by 
workers in the gig economy claiming that they are often involved in 
highly risky work and that they should be entitled to basic workers’ 
rights. In the case of food-delivery bike riders, for example, demand 
often peaks at times when conditions are most hazardous. People will 
often order takeaway meals especially when it is cold, dark and wet. In 
the taxi service business, gig drivers can work incredibly long hours. 
Uber has recently lost its London licence because of concerns about its 
safety procedures, a decision which is currently under appeal.

Positives
Uber, Deliveroo, Taskrabbit and other gig companies certainly have 
their supporters: they offer work when people want it and a service 
that many customers appreciate. They may also suit the lifestyles  
of younger people, who tend to be overrepresented in this sector  
(see Figure 2).

Many surveys and studies have also shown that genuine flexibility 
in the working environment can be very good for one’s health and 
happiness. This is not just an argument about work: it is also about 
family life, identity issues and wellbeing. On 22 September 2017, 
the Financial Times interviewed Francis Green, professor of work and 

Source: fullfact.org (see www.tinyurl.com/ydd7l4wd.)

Figure 2 Gig workers are younger

34% 66%

26% 74%

11% 89%

‘Gig workers’
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education economics at University College London. He argued that 
data from the European Working Conditions Survey (covering 44,000 
workers in 35 countries) showed a very strong link between feelings 
of wellbeing and the option to ‘take an hour or two off during working 
hours to take care of personal or family matters.’

But Joanna Wilde, a consultant organisational psychologist and 
board director of the Council for Work and Health, countered that 
these health benefits do not outweigh the risks for gig economy 
workers: ‘The flexibility to be around when your daughter is sick — 
absolutely [that’s good]. But that is not a benefit of working for Uber; 
that is a benefit of working for a good company,’ she said.

The way ahead?
In 2017, the policy analyst Matthew Taylor was asked by the UK 
government to review the situation of those people in insecure work, 
including those working in the gig economy. The resultant report Good 
Work: The Taylor Review of Modern Working Practices (2017), clearly 
identified the connections between flexible work, wellbeing and good 
health. It argued:

 The shape and content of work and individual health and 
wellbeing are strongly related. For the benefit for firms, workers 
and the public interest we need to develop a more proactive 
approach to workplace health. (p. 9)

Taylor’s review argued that the gig economy is a response to 
changing lifestyles and customer demands, but that those employed 
in it needed higher wages and more protection. To this end it came 
up with the status of ‘dependent contractor’. This, the report argued, 
should sit between that of fully employed and self-employed status. 
A ‘dependent contractor’ is someone who ‘is not an employee, but 
neither are they genuinely self-employed’.

Essentially, this means that if what you are doing looks and feels 
like employment, then it should have the status and protection of 
employment. An online tool could be developed, the review argues, 

to tell people exactly what their employment status is on the day they 
begin work — and in ‘plain English’.

If the suggested changes made in the Taylor Review are followed by 
government, it would mean that those working in the gig economy 
in the UK would probably earn more and be entitled to sick pay and 
holiday leave — a major transformation.

This way of working looks like it is here to stay, because consumer 
demand for it is high and it fits in with the busy lives of many people. 
People looking to ‘top up’ a secure household income may especially 
benefit. But what the market wants is not all that matters here: after 
all, consumers may also be insecure, poorly paid and badly protected 
workers. And none of that is likely to be positive for public wellbeing.

How could I use this in an exam?
This material lends itself particularly to the topics of ‘Work’ (part of 
‘Work, Poverty and Welfare’ in the AQA specification) and ‘Health’, 
though it also has some relevance to ‘Globalisation’. Depending on 
the specific question asked, you could discuss issues such as the 
changing nature of work, and the various reasons for this: the need 
by many people to work flexible hours and the way consumer culture 
demands services to be available 24/7. There is also a strong link here 
to the relationship between people’s work and their levels of health 
and wellbeing. Finally, there are links to social class, as many jobs in 
the gig economy are relatively low-skilled and poorly-paid — which 
provides another link, of course, to the topic of ‘Poverty’.

to tell people exactly what their employment status is on the day they 

Many of us rely on 
workers in the gig 
economy to deliver 
our purchases

SocRev_27_4.indd   24 22/02/2018   5:01 pm



25www.hoddereducation.co.uk/sociologyreview

or perhaps living in another country? The 
answer is that you would be a very different 
person. If a British child were taken from its 
parents at birth and given to a Japanese family 
to bring up, then it would learn Japanese as 
easily as it would have learned English, and 
have a Japanese culture, so it would think and 
act like other Japanese people.

The power of socialisation
This is because of the power of socialisation 
— the way that our social context and 
upbringing profoundly inf luences us 
from birth, affecting our sense of identity, 
our tastes, our ways of speaking, how we 
respond to situations, and the specific kinds 
of knowledge and beliefs we acquire. No one 
is ‘self-made’.

It means that particularly in early life 
— our ‘formative years’ — we can’t be held 
responsible for much that has made us the 
way we are. No-one chooses their parents: we 
are all subject to the lottery of birth. If we are 
born into markedly unequal societies, then 
the implications for our lives are enormous. 
Some people may feel superior and proud 
of their family background and way of life, 
others inferior and ashamed, or have mixed 

feelings about such things. But given that they 
had little or no responsibility for the nature 
of their early lives, it doesn’t make sense to 
credit or blame them for their fortunes.

Inequality and the idea of 
meritocracy
These points don’t fit comfortably with 
a common belief that, on the whole, we 
live in a just and fair society — that is, one 
where effort and merit are rewarded and 
lack of effort or bad behaviour are not. This 
is embodied in the idea of meritocracy, a 
kind of hypothetical social order in which, 
regardless of our starting point in life, our 
fortunes are a simple function of merit and 
effort, so that those at the top must be the 
most deserving.

In economic matters, this ‘belief in a just 
world’, as psychologist Melvin Lerner (1981) 
termed it, implies that roughly speaking, we 

Andrew Sayer

Social
mobility

and  
inequality

This interesting article takes an analytical 
look at a concept much-used by politicians — 
namely, social mobility. Andrew Sayer looks 
at some of the differences in child-rearing 
patterns between middle-class and working-
class mothers. He goes on to show how most 
inequalities in society stem from the nature 
of the division of labour, and suggests that 
only when there are fundamental changes 
to the way in which work is organised and 
financially rewarded will some of these 
inequalities disappear. With its emphasis on 
stratification and inequality, this article is 
essential reading for all students.

Signposts 

social mobility, meritocracy, socialisation, 
division of labour

Key concepts Key concepts

Social mobility is always 
presented as a good thing — 
something that benefits both 
society and individuals. But 
does it impact on inequality?

Have you ever wondered what you’d be 
like if you had been born into a very 
different family from your own — one 

that was much poorer or richer than yours, 

IF WE ARE BORN INTO MARKEDLY 
UNEQUAL SOCIETIES, THEN THE 
IMPLICATIONS FOR OUR LIVES ARE 
ENORMOUS

Go online for a data exercise on  
social mobility and income  
(www.hoddereducation.co.uk/
sociologyreviewextras)
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‘Cultivating’ children or ‘natural 
growth’?
In Britain, Valerie Walkerdine and Helen Lucey 
(1989) observed how middle-class mothers 
tend to take every opportunity to turn the 
time they spend with their children into 
‘lessons’, in contrast to the more arms-length, 
non-interventionist relationship more typical 
of working-class mothers. The latter are more 
authoritarian in disciplining their children, 
the former more likely to give elaborate 
explanations for the restrictions they impose.

Similarly, in the USA, Annette Lareau 
(2003) describes middle-class childrearing 
as a process of ‘concerted cultivation’, in 
which children are expected to talk to adults 
and reason with them, and to undertake an 
exhausting round of activities outside school 
— typically extra private tuition, music 
lessons and organised sports.

This use of their economic, social and 
cultural capital helps prevent their children 
slipping down the class ladder. It also tends to 
give them a sense that they are entitled to the 
attention of others, including, crucially that 
of professionals such as teachers. In contrast, 
what Lareau calls the ‘natural growth’ 
approach of working-class childrearing 
allows children to play freely with others and 
have little interaction with adults. Working-
class parents tend not to see it as their role 
to intervene in this sphere, beyond setting 
certain strict, non-negotiable limits.

As a result, the middle-class child enters 
the adult world not only with a strong list of 
achievements but with a sense of entitlement 

How are inequalities 
reproduced?
Let’s come back to the reproduction of 
inequality. The jobs we end up doing have a 
major influence not only on our incomes but 
our skills, lifestyles, tastes and status. We can 
often make reasonable guesses about people’s 
position, not only from their possessions but 
from their behaviour, ways of talking and 
tastes. And in turn, all these things influence 
their children.

Those who grow up in professional or 
managerial families with high incomes and 
positions of influence acquire the dispositions 
that go with them. Consequently, they tend 
to feel at ease in such positions, ‘like a 
fish in water’. As French sociologist Pierre 
Bourdieu argued, they tend to have not only 
economic capital (money and property) but 
‘social capital’ (friends and acquaintances in 
similar high-status positions, ‘connections’) 
and ‘cultural capital’ (being familiar with 
cultural goods that are valued by the elite — 
for example, opera rather than pop music, 
cello or piano rather than drums or guitar, 
and visiting museums and galleries rather 
than skateboarding) (Bourdieu 1986).

Those whose parents have low and 
insecure incomes, and jobs in which they 
have little discretion or control over others, 
have less chance to develop the ways of 
talking and acting required in better paid, 
higher status jobs.

get paid what we deserve and deserve what 
we get paid. Among poorer people, the belief 
sometimes produces a deferential attitude 
towards the rich — ‘they’ve earned it so 
they’re entitled to it’ — and a form of self-
blaming for their own class fate.

But precisely because we are all born into 
very unequal positions that have lasting 
effects on us, the belief in a just world is a 
delusion, a kind of wishful thinking. Who 
wouldn’t want to live in a world where effort 
and merit were rewarded and their opposites 
were not? But it doesn’t follow that we do.

Where do inequalities come from?
Inequalities are the product of many forces, 
but some of the most important derive from 
the structure of the division of labour in 
society. The labour market offers a huge range 
of jobs with very different qualities: some 
are well-paid, skilled and interesting, indeed 
satisfying; others are unskilled and tedious, 
and perhaps unpleasant too, with many in 
the middle of these extremes. The division of 
labour is therefore unequal, and the mix of 
different qualities of job tends not to change 
much in the short run.

If 10% of current jobs are poorly paid, 
unskilled and insecure, then that means 10% 
of the workforce will be in such jobs. If those 
people study hard and get more qualifications 
they might move up to better jobs, but only if 
others take their place at the bottom. In fact, if 
everyone got extra training and qualifications, 
this would not make much difference to the 
mix of jobs on offer: 10% of the workforce 
would probably still be in low-quality jobs.

In the short and medium term, trying to 
increase the number of skilled and well-paid 
jobs by providing a more educated workforce 
is like pushing on a string. Predictably, the 
massive expansion of higher education in 
recent decades has not produced a similar 
expansion of graduate jobs, and unfortunately 
many graduates end up doing jobs for which 
they are overqualified.

So, given the structural nature of the 
division of labour, it doesn’t make much 
sense to say that the answer to poor-quality 
jobs is for people to get more qualifications. 
It’s a zero-sum game. The inequalities are 
inherent in the mix of jobs on offer, not the 
individuals who fill them.

THE BELIEF IN A JUST WORLD IS 
A DELUSION, A KIND OF WISHFUL 
THINKING

Middle-class parents spend a great deal 
of time ‘cultivating’ their children and 
providing social and cultural capital
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and the communication skills acceptable 
to middle-class professionals who control 
access to university and professional jobs. 
On the other hand, the working-class child 
is not only likely to have fewer educational 
qualifications but to be less practised in 
interacting with such people (Lareau 2003).

Of course, there are gradations between 
these two patterns and many exceptions. But 
the implications of these class differences for 
young people’s subsequent performance at 
job or university interviews are predictable.

So, while it’s tempting to see the differences 
in the quality of jobs on offer as a reflection 
of differences in skills and ability in the 
population, it would be more true to say that 
the causality runs the other way: an unequal 
division of labour tends to produce class 
differences in the workforce that in turn shape 
the way children are socialised. Indirectly, a 
division of labour composed of jobs that 
differ widely in pay, skills, status and quality 
produces a population with characteristics 
that are adapted to these (Sayer 2011).

Problems with social mobility
This is not, of course, to say that everyone’s 
position in adulthood is determined by the 
accident of birth. It is possible for individuals 
to move up or down the ‘ladder’: in other 
words, they can be ‘socially mobile’. Social 
mobility has become a key issue in political 
discourse, and indeed in recent decades it has 
tended to displace references to inequality.

In the UK, the Social Mobility Commission, 
set up in 2010 in response to concerns about 

social divisions and certain groups getting ‘left 
behind’, is charged with ‘improving’ social 
mobility. In 2017 the commission found 
that only 1 in 8 children from low-income 
backgrounds is likely to become a high-income 
earner as an adult. But can increased social 
mobility deal with such problems? There are 
several flaws in such an idea.

Unequal jobs
First, as we saw with people moving up or 
down the jobs ladder, this leaves the unequal 
nature of the jobs unchanged; all that changes 
is that different people occupy the various 
positions in the hierarchy.

Downward mobility
Second, politicians invariably treat social 
mobility as unambiguously good, as if it 
only involved upward mobility. But unless 
the number of places higher up the hierarchy 
increases, making more room at the top, then 
for each person moving up there must be 
someone else moving down. This is rarely 
acknowledged in political speeches.

In the mid-twentieth century, upward 
mobility actually did exceed downward 
mobility, but only because new jobs were 
being created at middle and upper levels, 
particularly in local government, education 
and health services, and management, while 
the number of low-skilled jobs fell. Since 
then, these trends have reversed, and so now 
downward mobility exceeds upward mobility 
(Goldthorpe 2016).

Size of inequality
Third, the larger the inequalities — or the 
further apart the ‘rungs’ on the ladder — the 
harder it is for people to move up or down. 
The more unequal the society, the lower the 
social mobility (Wilkinson and Pickett 2009).

Competition
Fourth, the focus on social mobility encourages 
us to imagine society as a level playing field 
of competing individuals, in which success 
is measured according to position relative to 
others within the hierarchy. Those who move 
up from the bottom are likely to leave their 
families behind. This perspective sidelines an 
alternative view of collective social change in 
which inequalities themselves are reduced 
so that all those at the bottom can benefit 
simultaneously.

Conclusion
Sociological research explains why attempts 
to shift concern away from class inequalities 

to social mobility are misguided. As long as 
the division of labour is made up of jobs that 
differ widely in pay, skill, interest, quality 
and status, this will influence the people who 
do them, and their resulting advantages or 
disadvantages will tend to be passed on to 
their children.

Upward and downward social mobility is 
limited by the power of socialisation in early 
life. If class inequalities were to be substantially 
reduced, so that each individual’s starting 
point in life makes no difference to their life-
chances, this would require not only reducing 
pay differences across different occupations, 
but changing the nature of jobs so each worker 
had to do a mix of higher and lower skilled, 
interesting or tedious tasks involved in each 
job. This would be a very different world from 
the one we know.
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Lisa Mckenzie Critical
ethnography and
working-class

stories
Left behind or left out?

Lisa Mckenzie describes what is meant 
by ‘critical ethnography’, using her 
ethnographic study of working-class 
people in east London as an example. She 
shows the ways in which many of them 
live a precarious existence, struggling to 
make ends meet and fearful that they 
may no longer be able to afford to live in 
the communities in which they were born 
and brought up. She discusses how their 
position is often assumed to be a result of 
their personal failings rather than being 
caused by global capitalism. This article 
is relevant to all students in its discussion 
of social inequality and of a particular 
research method.

Signposts 

critical ethnography, inequality, precariat, 
community

Key concepts Key concepts

Why is ethnography favoured by sociologists? Can it offer a convincing 
sociological analysis of the situation of people in poor communities?

Focus E15 squatting in the 
home of an evicted tenant
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A s a working-class academic, my 
preferred method of research is 
critical ethnography.

What is critical ethnography?
Ethnography usually focuses on the 
power of the narrative: that is, the stories 
that people tell. However, when studying 
inequalities social scientists have too 
often made the mistake of believing 
that the social survey is the best research 
method. Although this tried-and-tested 
method can tell us interesting facts, 
it can never explain human emotion. 
For example, it cannot reveal how 
inequalities and class stigma hurt. When 
people use storytelling to express what 
they feel about their place in the world, 
I believe social scientists must listen to 
those stories. When people give accounts 
of their lives through storytelling, they 
are representing themselves and this 
provides invaluable insights for sociologists.

However, as a critical ethnographer I have 
always argued that personal experience can 
only provide part of the picture. A critical 
stance towards exploitation and inequality in 
society is also required. Even though collecting 
stories and testimonies is important, we must 
connect those small micro-stories to the 
macro-political and institutional structures of 
power. Consequently, a critical ethnographer 
might spend 50% of their research time in the 
field collecting qualitative data, but spend the 
other 50% reading theory that contextualises 
the stories.

Class in the UK
Class inequality, of one form or another, 
has been the focus of most of my research. 
In 2013, I was part of the Great British Class 
Survey team headed by Professor Mike 
Savage. The survey was a joint project between 
an academic team and the BBC. It focused on 
finding out about class distinction in Britain 
today (Savage 2015).

The research findings were collected from 
a 20-page survey questionnaire that could be 
accessed online, which not only considered 
class as an economic disadvantage but also 
as a cultural disadvantage — for example, in 
the ways that the social and cultural choices 
of people are judged and valued or de-valued.

Bourdieu
This part of the survey was based on the work 
of Pierre Bourdieu (1984) which shows how 
some class cultures are valued more than 
others and how middle and higher-class 

groups use their cultural advantages to 
maintain or improve their position in the 
class system. My role in the team was to work 
on the bottom part of the new categorisation, 
and to think through, carefully, not only how 
this group would be defined but also how 
they would be presented to the British public.

The precariat
We settled on using the term ‘precariat’ to 
describe the people at the bottom, but we 
needed to ensure that the term was used 
in a way which captured their structural 
disadvantages. We saw the precariat as the 
group whose position in society was made 
insecure through global capitalism. People in 
the precariat are at the mercy of the instability 
of global capitalism. The jobs they rely on for 
income are often unskilled and come with 
few employment rights. They cannot rely 
on regular or well-paid work. They are not 
disadvantaged through their own actions 
and choices, but through the way the global 
capitalist system works.

Guy Standing (2011), in his book 
Precariat, argues that neo-liberal policies and 
institutional changes are producing growing 
numbers of people with sufficiently common 
experiences to be called an emerging class. 
Standing claims that the precariat is a group 
of people across the world who are living 
and working precariously. They usually 

have a series of short-term jobs, without 
recourse to stable occupational identities or 
careers, stable social protection or protective 
regulations.

The new precariat includes migrants, but 
also local people. Standing argues that this 
class of people is producing new instabilities 
in society. They are increasingly frustrated 
and angry but also dangerous because they 
have no voice, and hence they are vulnerable 
to the siren calls of extreme political parties.

I use the term precariat to indicate the 
increasing precariousness that characterises 
the way working-class people’s lives are lived 
because of their lack of institutional power. 
This results from the removal of their trade 
union rights, and their lack of secure work 
and secure housing.

Left behind or left out?
The poorest people in the UK — the most 
precarious — are too often misrepresented 
or not represented at all. When they are 
represented, by politicians and in the 
media, they are often seen as having been 
‘left behind’. They are seen as having failed 
to develop the right culture and attitudes 
to succeed, to be upwardly mobile. Their 
failure has been seen as their fault rather 
than the result of structural forces. This has 
been the argument coming from both sides 
of the Atlantic, in the USA with the election 
of President Trump and throughout Europe.

These views often portray working-
class people as ‘angry and dangerous’ and 
as lacking in the right forms of ‘aspiration’ 
or ‘capital’ that can bend to the wishes of 
a globalised market. They are not ‘flexible’ 

Protest against 
gentrification, 
east London

PEOPLE IN THE PRECARIAT ARE AT 
THE MERCY OF THE INSTABILITY OF 
GLOBAL CAPITALISM
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enough to take any job whatever the 
conditions and whatever the pay. At the 
same time, they are becoming loathed, 
and stigmatised, ridiculed and laughed 
at for their way of managing the fear that 
comes from this insecurity.

Community
The people in this group tend to manage 
their fear through identifying closely 
with their local community. They feel 
strongly connected to the place they live; 
one place, at least, where they are valued 
and respected. This sense of identity based 
on local communities is demonstrated in 
distinct cultural forms: what they like, 
what they wear and so on.

But this attachment to local 
communities and to some aspects of 
traditional working-class culture can also 
lead to them being seen as old-fashioned, 
rigid and immobile. They are often 
regarded as being unwilling to move 
to where there are job opportunities or 
to retrain. This ‘left behind’ rhetoric 
suggests that the working class, and 
the precariousness they experience, is 
connected to their lack of willingness to 
be socially and geographically mobile.

Along with many others (see Mckenzie 
2015, Skeggs 1997, Reay, Crozier and 
Clayton 2009), I have spent the last 15 years 
trying to speak to and represent those who 
have a working-class experience. Listening 
to the stories of those in the precariat, you 
quickly reach the conclusion that, rather than 
being left behind by their own immobility, 
they are being excluded and left out by forces 
beyond their immediate control.

Listening to working-class stories
I have just finished 4 years of ethnographic 
work in east London. This means spending 
many hours getting to know local people, 
securing their trust and listening to their own 
accounts of their lives.

The working-class people who have been 
involved in my research are precarious 
workers. The men who work on building sites 
in London are now sub-contractors, which 
equates to self-employed workers. They work 

precariously, picking up jobs from word of 
mouth and text messages in pubs and cafes. 
The women involved in my research work 
part-time in the local pubs, or as cleaners in 
the offices of the financial district on their 
doorstep, all relying at times on the welfare 
system to help pay their rising rents. They also 
rely on working tax credits to top up their 
often decreasing hourly rate of pay.

Forced out
The conversations change daily but what is 
constant is the talk about how difficult it is 
to make ends meet in London. This part of 
the conversation never changes, and never 
ends. The people here are finding themselves 
in increasingly precarious positions. They do 
not know how long they have left in their 
local community, because rents are rising, 
and it seems that the local council is putting 
more and more pressure on local people to 
move out of this part of London, into Essex, 
or even as far away as Birmingham and 
Nottinghamshire.

Their stories are filled with constant 
anxiety about what will happen to their 
friends and neighbours. In a city in which 
there is tremendous wealth, they are being 
left out. Unable to afford housing costs and 

RATHER THAN BEING LEFT BEHIND 
BY THEIR OWN IMMOBILITY, THE 
PRECARIAT ARE BEING EXCLUDED 
AND LEFT OUT BY FORCES BEYOND 
THEIR IMMEDIATE CONTROL

with little or no job security, just continuing 
to live in their community is often beyond 
their control.

Focus E15: a case study
Since 2013 I have been part of the housing 
activism that has been erupting all over 
London in response to the global insecurity 
caused by the banking crash, and the national 
insecurity caused by austerity measures of 
successive governments.

Between 2013 and 2015 there was a real 
sense of hope and resistance coming from 
the grassroots, mostly led by young working-
class women. Back in 2013 we were 2 years 
away from a general election, and different 
communities and organisations were forming 
out of a sense of social justice rather than 
being divided on party and political lines.

This is when I met the Focus E15 
campaign group: very young mothers living 
in a homeless hostel. They set up a street stall 
in order to garner support from their local 
community in Stratford, in east London. 
At this point they were fighting eviction 
from Focus E15, which was the name of a 
rundown temporary hostel for homeless 
young people (and their babies, in the case 
of the young mums).

Focus E15 sing 
at their weekly 
street stall
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Austerity
In 2013, the coalition government in the 
UK was taking harsh measures to cut the 
national deficit by cutting state spending 
that ultimately affected public services. 
Local governments, as part of these austerity 
measures, were told to cut their own budgets, 
and make ‘efficiency savings’. Newham 

Council in east London decided to cut the 
£41,000 that it paid towards support for the 
young people in the Focus E15 hostel.

When the funding cut was announced, 
the East Thames Housing Association, 
which manages Focus E15, said that it could 
not continue to house the women and their 
small children. Consequently, the women 
were served notice to leave. Living in this 
temporary accommodation was not what the 
women really wanted, as one mother told me: 
‘It’s not ideal, but it’s not on the street either.’ 
But these young parents hoped and believed 
that sticking it out in the hostel would mean 
that, at some point, they would be offered a 
permanent home in the borough.

Even though the Focus E15 hostel had 
problems, such as damp, poor maintenance 
and cramped conditions, it had become 
a home of sorts for the women, and they 
had certainly built and created a close-knit 
community out of their struggle. As they 
constantly told me: ‘It’s better than being on 
the streets with your baby in care.’ This was 
the mothers’ worst fear.

Social housing
While they were living in the hostel all 
the mothers dreamed of an offer of social 

housing at an affordable rent and near their 
friends and family. These offers never came. 
The women were terrified of being pushed 
into the highly unstable, unaffordable private 
rental sector and they knew even this was 
unlikely, because they were on benefits.

The added worry for these mothers was 
that in order to beat the benefit cap, at that 
time and in the future, Newham Council 
might well send them to live miles away, 
out of the borough and out of London. 
They were told that their relocation saved 
precious public money because private rents 
were cheaper out of London and tenants on 
benefits could still be supported.

Conclusion
The men and women in east London, their 
young families, and their elderly friends and 
neighbours are not precarious because they 
have been left behind, and they could not 
keep up, but because there is no longer a place 
for them in London; they are being left out.

They are precarious because they are 
being left out of the global ‘party’ that has 
become drunk on the power and rewards 
of financial services, and an economic and 
social structure that values people in so far 
as they contribute to the success of capitalist 
businesses.

If one relied simply on political discourse 
and media coverage to understand the lives 
of the precariat, it would be easy to accept 
the idea that they have been left behind 
because of their own failings. Social surveys 
can help to contextualise the position of the 
precariat, but even they do not reveal the 
reality of working-class life in the way that 
a critical ethnography can. For this reason, 
storytelling about the lived experience of the 
disadvantaged has to be at the heart of any 
critical sociology.

The women dread 
being forced to enter 
London’s private 
rental market
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nature of being in the world. These societal 
structures are said to ‘press down’ on us in 
ways which limit our choices and human 
agency. Consequently we, as individuals, are 
weak and societal effects are strong.

Top down
All this has significant relevance for any student 
of sociology because it suggests that if we are 
to understand society and social behaviour, 
then we must seek to understand the effects 
on the individual of social structures and the 
societal institutions they help to construct. We 
also have to consider the effects of structured 
inequalities on notions of opportunity, 
victimisation and social status (Browne 2006).

Finally, for structuralists, society is a 
social system; a thing, an entity that can be 
observed, measured and quantified. Statistics 
represent ‘social facts’ and these are just as 
real as facts in nature. By employing the 
comparative method, as Durkheim did in 
his study of suicide, and through the use 
of large-scale social surveys and structured 
observation, universal laws of social 
behaviour can be discovered.

In fact, Durkheim clarified the view 
that society has a pervasive force over the 
individual and, as such, societies are far 
more than the sum of the individuals who 
constitute them. Giddens quotes Durkheim 
as saying:

 When I perform my duties as a brother, 
a husband or a citizen and carry out the 
commitments I have entered into, I fulfil 
obligations which are defined in law 
and custom and which are external to 
myself and my actions. (Giddens 2009)

The socialisation process was something 
which Durkheim saw as extremely powerful, 
in that it shapes our beliefs, attitudes and 
behaviour. This is why structuralism is often 
referred to as a ‘top down’ theory, as structures 
and mainstream culture press down on the 
individual and limit their degree of agency.

Interpretivist approaches
The second approach to theory, we are 
told, seeks to turn all these ‘scientific’ and 
structural assumptions on their head. 
Sociological theory is often presented like 
this: as rival positions, where a choice has to 
be made between one argument or another. 
Interpretivism is a more recent theoretical 
paradigm and it starts off with the premise 
that society is not an entity ‘out there’, and 
that and if it exists at all it only does so inside 
people’s heads.

The purpose of sociology is to understand 
what motivates behaviour and this is achieved 
by discovering the first-order constructs of 
social actors. It is by understanding why we 
behave in the ways we do, and how we make 
sense of the social world, that the sociologist 
discovers valid knowledge. Such knowledge 
may not be value-free or reliable, but it can be 
said to have a certain validity.

Social constructs
The interpretivists subscribe to a more active 
ontology in that our behaviour is said to 
come from within rather than humans 
being merely puppets of external structures. 
For example, even when the education 
system and the professionals who populate 
it negatively label an individual, that social 

        Sociological  
theory revisited

As sociologists, we are still invited to favour either the structuralist 
approach to social theory, or its rival the interpretivist approach. 
But do we really need to take sides in this enduring debate?

The usual approach to sociological 
theory has been to offer a choice 
between two mutually exclusive 

approaches. One is macro, ‘scientific’ and 
structural; the other is micro, humanistic 
and interpretivist. The former approach has 
its roots in the emergence of sociology in the 
mid-nineteenth century.

Structuralist approaches
Marxism, functionalism and to some extent 
feminism, all fall into this macro, structural 
camp. Forms of structural difference — such 
as those produced by markers of social class, 
ethnicity and gender — are all viewed as being 
very powerful in their capacity to define us 
and shape our behaviour and life chances.

Statistics
Some Marxists and functionalists often use 
quasi-scientific methodology in support of 
their theories about structural inequality. 
Their positivistic analysis of quantitative 
data, for example, can lead, they claim, to 
the ‘discovery’ of universal laws of social 
behaviour.

Although feminists are also committed 
to this macro perspective, they tend to be 
more flexible when it comes to methodology. 
Feminists may use statistics and they may 
make generalisations in their research about 
the impact of gender inequality. But by 
seeking to understand the gendered experience 
of women living in patriarchal societies, they 
often adopt more qualitative approaches to 
research.

Finally, this structural approach tends to 
have a rather passive view of ontology — the 

Julian Salisbury
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actor can choose to ignore it, reject it, or they 
may have the sort of character which fails to 
notice the process at all.

We are said to be complex beings who 
rarely behave in the same way in the same 
set of circumstances. Generalisations cannot 
easily be made because universal laws do not 
exist in the social world in the same way as 
they do in the natural one. Statistics collected 
from surveys, for example, are not ‘social 
facts’ but are mere social constructs.

For example, when responding to a fixed-
choice questionnaire and our preferred 
answer is not offered, we then tend to select 
an alternative, which is not strictly valid. Such 
answers are then collected and collated and 
turned into statistics which some structural 
positivists might treat as social facts. This 
so-called ‘imposition problem’ is certainly 
a factor which undermines the scientific 
credentials of structural positivism.

Qualitative
According to interpretivists, social actors and 
small social groups are often unpredictable 
and to understand their behaviour more 
qualitative methods should be employed. 
Unstructured observation, unstructured 
interviews and questionnaires with open-
ended questions can shed more light on 
the subjective behaviour of others. In short, 
action is something real and the individual 
has a significant degree of agency or freedom.

Moving beyond the old camps
These two approaches have been the 
foundation of sociology for a very long time 
and the theories that underpin them have 
tended to foster a rather rigid division within 
the subject, certainly for the student, if not 
the practitioner. Anthony Giddens sought 
to change all this with his own views about 
sociological theory, referred to as theories of 
structuration and reflexivity.

Structuration
Giddens rejects the dualism of structuralism 
and interpretivism and stresses the 
commonalities between them. In some 
ways, Giddens offers a synthesis of the two 
approaches. However, in other ways he is 
less ambitious and merely introduces us to 
concepts such as structuration and reflexivity 
in order to add to our understanding of the 
social world.

Structuration refers to a large number of 
individual actions taking place over space 
and time. These actions shape or influence 
the nature of social structures and in turn 

these structures have an influence on us, the 
social actor.

One way to bring this explanation to life 
might be to refer to the issue of domestic 
violence, which is a specific concern for 
feminists and other critical sociologists. 
Traditionally, domestic violence was 
something associated with the home sphere 
and, as such, it tended to be hidden. It was 
once widely viewed as something ‘private’ 
between a man and a woman and that the 
law and state institutions had no business 
interfering in private matters.

However, as more individuals took 
the view that domestic violence was 
unacceptable and that women had a 
right not to be assaulted or abused in the 
home, so a form of structuration occurred. 
Changing attitudes and the dissatisfaction 
of individuals with the status quo and with 
the policing of such matters led to change. 
This change was not something which 
happened overnight but was something 
which necessitated the actions of many 
individuals over time and space.

As a result of these processes, social, 
political and legal structures were changed. 
They continue to shape or influence our 
behaviour and attitudes today. Not only 
has individual action become something 
powerful if it is multiplied by the actions 
of others, but the reformulated structures 
and cultural shifts ‘press down’ on actors to 
make it clear that domestic violence should 
not to be tolerated, that offenders will be 
dealt with by the courts, and that they will 
be stigmatised through cultural attitudes. 
This illustrates Giddens’ claim that structure 
and action are actually interconnected — not 
fixed in rival camps.

Reflexivity
We can now turn our attention to Giddens’ 
second concept, that of reflexivity. Here 
he asserts that our social identity is not 
something fixed; we do not simply inherit our 
identity, nor are we prisoners of the influence 
of social structures. He argues that we think, 
reflect and act in ways which best describe 
identity as a life project.

However, Giddens then draws on 
structuration to argue that we cannot 
simply change our identity in a quick and 
easy fashion. It is something which we are 
responsible for and which we influence by 
our behaviour and our reflexive thought 
processes. For Giddens, reflexivity, refers to 
notions of continuity, but also to our beliefs 
and biography. Continuity is something 

which refers to structural forces, whereas 
our beliefs and our biography — the way we 
live and what we achieve — refer far more 
to action.

One individual might be born to a 
working-class family and experience relative 
poverty. They may not believe they have the 
resources to achieve upward mobility and 
their self-identity might remain unchanged. 
However, another individual, who is equally 
disadvantaged by background but is more 
self-reflexive, might choose to maximise their 
biographical opportunities. Their social and 
economic status might improve and their self-
identity may change: the product of Giddens’ 
so-called ‘project’.

Conclusion
If we are to evaluate, critically, Giddens’ 
contribution to this old chestnut about social 
theory, we might argue that he fails to identify 
which is more powerful, structure or action. 
One might also argue that the assumption 
that the actions of many individuals over 
time and space will always result in a newly 
shaped set of social structures and a change 
in culture is naive.

Furthermore, to suggest that the power of 
reflexive thinking and our determination to 
change our own biography will displace or 
negate structural forces of continuity, such as 
poverty and discrimination, is also less than 
plausible. Most poor people remain poor.

However, although Giddens’ approach 
to structuration and reflexivity is no longer 
something which is particularly new, it still 
offers us a refreshing reappraisal of the old, 
binary argument that means we are somehow 
forced to choose between structure and 
action.
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 concept checklist

What does it 
mean?

Sampling is a method that allows researchers to interview, observe or ask questions of a smaller group drawn from a larger one. Ideally, 
if the sample is sufficiently large in proportion to the whole group and is chosen carefully, the results obtained from the smaller group 
(the sample) will be very similar to those that would be obtained if everybody in the group under investigation (the population) had been 
involved in the research.

Why is it 
important?

Sampling is very useful, particularly when researching large groups in that it can save considerable time and money. There are various 
types of sample that can be drawn, and which lend themselves to different types of population. Sampling is widely used when the research 
method is large-scale surveys, but is also sometimes used for the study of smaller or hard-to-reach groups. A good sample is representative 
— the people in it will reflect the population in characteristics such as age, gender, ethnicity, social class, area, marital status, religious 
belief and so on. The researchers will decide which characteristics are important to their research.

What issues 
and debates 
surround  
this topic?

 ■ It is sometimes difficult to obtain an accurate sampling frame — that is, a list of all units in the population from which the sample 
can be drawn.

 ■ In research where the researcher is not present, such as when using a postal questionnaire, it is impossible to know that the questions 
have been answered by the person selected.

 ■ Some samples result in a low response rate, which can make the sample unrepresentative.

How can I  
check I have 
understood 
this concept?

 ■ Take an A4 sheet and draw four columns, headed ‘Type of sample’, ‘Method’, ‘Advantages’, ‘Disadvantages’. After consulting textbooks 
and class notes, add one other type of sample to those which are mentioned here, then complete the columns:
– simple random sample
– stratified random sample
– cluster sample
– quota sample
– snowball sample

 ■ Look up and make brief notes on what is meant by a ‘weighted sample’.

Sampling

Joan Garrod
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