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M igration impacts on development, 
especially when younger, highly 
skilled and educated people move 

from less economically developed economies 
(LEDCs) to more economically developed 
economies (MEDCs) in pursuit of higher 
incomes and higher standards of living. 
The focus of this article is not refugees and 
asylum seekers, but economic migrants — i.e. 
those people who choose to move to another 
country or region in order to work.

The nature of international 
migration
Increasing migration is a manifestation 
of globalisation. Indeed, the number 
of international migrants has risen 
from 175  million in 2000 to more than 
251  million in 2015 (see Figure 1). The 
increase is due to multiple factors, such as 
poverty, economic stagnation, civil wars 
and failing states in parts of the developing 

world, as well as labour shortages and 
ageing societies in the developed world.

South–South migration
Another notable feature of international 
migration is that so-called South-to-South 
migratory f lows — i.e. migration that 
takes place within the developing world 
— have recently grown rapidly. According 
to a recent report by the International 
Organisation for Migration (IOM), South–
South migration accounted for 37% of total 
migration in 2015. More than 90.2 million 
people migrated between Southern 
states in that year, compared with 35% 
(85.3  million people) moving from the 
South to the North.

In 2013, the equivalent figures for 
international migrants were 82.3  million 
for South–South migration and 
81.9  million for South–North migration 
(IOM 2015). In  other words, the 

Paul Hopper

Can migration 
aid development?

Paul Hopper here provides a useful 
discussion on the complex relationship 
between economic migration and 
development. He explains how economic 
migration from less economically developed 
countries can both hinder and aid the 
country of origin. He considers how 
certain policy changes on the part of the 
developed Northern countries could work 
to benefit the economies of the developing 
South, while pointing out the barriers to 
such changes. This material is particularly 
helpful to students taking the ‘Global 
development’/‘Globalisation’ topics.

Signposts 

economic migrants, globalisation, 
South–South migration

Key concepts Key concepts

Migration influences demographic change. But it also shapes the 
development trajectories of societies and regions around the world
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developing world is having to deal with 
more international migrants than the 
developed world. Yet  within Northern 
countries, including the UK, the debate 
on international migration continues to 
focus on migrants from LEDCs arriving 
on their shores. I will return to this point 
a little later.

Top destinations
According to the World Bank (2016), the 
USA is the top migrant destination country, 
followed by Saudi Arabia, Germany, the 
Russian Federation, the United Arab 
Emirates, the UK, France, Canada, Spain 
and Australia. More importantly, a common 
theme of the migrant experience is that 

international migrants often endure poor 
working conditions in their countries of 
destination, and in some instances suffer 
human rights abuses.

Migration as an aid to 
development
The nature of the relationship between 
migration and development has been a 
source of much debate. More specifically, 
the extent to which developing countries 
benefit from their citizens going to work 
abroad and sending money to their families 
is contested.

Drawbacks
The downside of such migratory flows 
for developing countries is that many of 
their much-needed citizens, such as 
educated professionals, the highly skilled 
and the technologically trained, leave 
to work in other states. This tendency is 
reinforced by the fact that many leading 
economies actively recruit this type of 
qualified personnel from abroad in order 
to address their own skills shortages and 
maintain their international economic 

Indian construction workers head back 
to their living quarters, Dubai

Source: Migration and Remittances Factbook 2016

Figure 1 International migration trend (2000 to 2015)
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competitiveness. Developing countries 
invest a considerable amount of their own 
(often limited) resources in training these 
people. Furthermore, losing these citizens 
to the developed world potentially hampers 
their own economic growth by distorting 
their own economies and societies.

Benefits
However, there are additional benefits that 
migrants can offer their countries of origin. 
For example, migrants who return will be 
able to share new skills, knowledge and 
business practices learnt and experienced 
while working abroad. Others may wish 
to be involved in philanthropic projects, 
especially in relation to schools and 
education, as a way of maintaining ties 
with their homeland. Moreover, they may 
develop and participate in associations and 
networks that can help integrate their home 
countries into the global network society. 
In short, economic migrants can contribute 
to development within their countries of 
origin in a variety of ways.

Compensation?
Nevertheless, as many commentators on 
migration and development have noted, 
the international community needs to 

produce more concerted policy responses to 
minimise the impact of the so-called ‘brain 
drain’ on developing countries (World 
Bank/IMF 2016). A range of measures 
are often discussed in relation to this 
issue, such as host countries financially 
compensating the sending countries for 
the loss of skilled labour and future tax 
revenues from these citizens. In addition, 
there are calls for closer monitoring 
and control of the labour recruitment 
campaigns employed by some developed 
countries in the global South.

The World Bank report
Overall, there is a growing consensus within 
development circles about the net benefits 
of international migration, especially 
if it is effectively managed. This view is 
reflected in a recent report published by the 
World Bank, which highlights the positive 
contribution that international migration 
can make both to development and the 
wider global economy.

In The Global Monitoring Report 2015/16, 
the World Bank claims that large-scale 
migration has the potential to increase 
global prosperity and end extreme poverty 
(World Bank/IMF 2016). The report notes 
that while there are country-to-country 
variations, the world is undergoing a 
profound demographic change: population 
growth is slowing in MEDCs but continues 
to rise — in some cases significantly — 
in LEDCs, where 90% of global poverty 
is concentrated.

In other words, the global South needs 
to generate income, but it has the potential 
to attain it in the form of its burgeoning, 
migrant young populations. It requires 
Northern countries to acknowledge their 
own need to import this labour to sustain 
the ageing societies in the North.

How can we create the mechanisms to 
facilitate this exchange? At this juncture, 
however, the political climate in many 
Northern countries is leading them in the 
opposite direction. Rather than promoting 
migration, their focus is on strengthening 
borders and restricting the movement of 
people from the global South, amid concerns 
about national cohesion and identity.

Policy proposals
The World Bank report concludes that 
the international community needs to 
promote legal international migration 
to enable countries to adjust to uneven 
demographic change and development, but 
also to facilitate global economic growth. 
Recommended policy proposals include:

 ■ improved legal protection for migrants 
(especially from potential abuses 
by employers)

 ■ better information for migrants about 
their rights and obligations

 ■ the enforcement of minimum wage laws
 ■ the facilitation of return migration to 

countries of origin (World Bank/IMF 2016)
Finally, the authors of the World 

Bank report note that where bilateral or 
multilateral migration agreements can be 

A Filipino worker at a remittances 
office in Hong Kong

EDUCATED PROFESSIONALS, 
THE HIGHLY SKILLED AND THE 
TECHNOLOGICALLY TRAINED, 
LEAVE TO WORK IN OTHER STATES
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LARGE-SCALE MIGRATION HAS THE 
POTENTIAL TO INCREASE GLOBAL 
PROSPERITY AND END EXTREME 
POVERTY
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achieved this will aid policy coherence to 
the benefit of all parties involved.

Earnings and aid
Given that migrant workers are generally 
poorly paid, the money that they send 
home to their families and communities 
(called remittances) invariably constitutes 
a significant proportion of their earnings. 
Globally, $601bn (£424bn) was sent home 
in remittances in 2015, $441bn of which 
was received in the developing world. This is 
three times the amount that states donate 
in international aid and forms a major 
source of investment for many developing 
countries (World Bank Group 2016).

Moreover, because some remittances 
go through informal channels and are not 
recorded, the true amount is likely to be 
significantly larger. Money that is remitted 
will not just supplement the income of 
relatives, it will also be used to start up 
businesses or to aid existing ones.

Aided by mobile phones and the internet, 
remittances are usually sent directly to 
families. They serve to enhance their 
resilience to future economic downturns. 
In contrast, official development assistance 
(ODA) or aid is susceptible to state 
mismanagement and even potentially 
corrupt government officials. As a result, 
in some instances ordinary citizens within 
developing countries do not always benefit 
directly from ODA.

Transaction charges
The amount of remittances being sent to 
the developing world would be higher 
were it not for financial institutions and 
agencies charging transaction fees, which 
can range from 1% to 20%, and in some 
cases even higher. The cost of remittances 
is highest in Sub-Saharan Africa and in 
the Pacific Island countries. To combat this 
practice, the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), which were agreed by the 
international community at the end of 
2015, have sought to reduce the cost of 
remittances to 3%.

However, in 2015 the average transaction 
cost of remittances worldwide remained 
close to 8%. As a consequence, there have 
been calls for the remittance industry to 
be overhauled. This is designed not only to 
reduce costs but also to improve information 
flows and transparency for both migrants 
and their families. Indeed, historically, 
the money transfer sector is notable for its 
lack of regulation. Some studies indicate 

that financial education for migrants can 
help improve their decision-making when 
it comes to using and switching remittance 
providers (Gibson et al. 2014).

A hindrance not a help?
Finally, it should be noted that the 
contribution of remittances to development 
has been challenged. For example, some 
commentators question how much of the 
remittance money is used for development 
purposes, with most of it likely to be sent to 
families, which can encourage dependence 
and even conspicuous consumption on the 
part of recipients at the expense of saving 
or leading active working lives (Chami et 
al. 2005).

Furthermore, the regular income that 
remittances provide LEDCs may lead the 
economies in some of these countries to 
become less dynamic and competitive, 
especially smaller economies that may 
become reliant on this source of income. 
If economic migrants spend more and 
more time abroad, and are joined by 
their families, there is a danger that 
their sense of attachment to their home 
country diminishes, and with it the level 
of remittances.

For a variety of reasons, therefore, 
it would be unwise for any developing 
country to place economic migration 
and remittances at the heart of their 
development strategy. Achieving long-term 
sustainable development requires, instead, 
a multi-dimensional approach in which 
outward migration is simply one element.

Conclusion
Many studies have highlighted the 
widespread benefits of reducing barriers to 
international migration, especially in relation 
to development (e.g. Adams and Page 2005). 
But for the relationship between migration 
and development to become more stable and 
productive, the international community 
must address a number of key policy areas 
and issues. These include the rights of 
migrant workers, their treatment in host 
countries, the cost of remittances, and the 
issue of educating and informing countries of 
origin and destination of the mutual benefits 
of encouraging international migration.

However, global governance in relation 
to international migration has been 
hampered by governments’ determination 
to retain control of their national borders 
and the movement of people across them. 
This is reflected in the points system 

employed by some states to ensure that 
only immigrants with the ‘right’ skills and 
qualifications can enter.

From a development perspective, 
this sort of policy approach leads to the 
exclusion of the unskilled from developing 
countries. In other words, it excludes the 
very people who are most likely to be in 
poverty and who, therefore, would benefit 
most from the higher earnings on offer in 
developed countries. In sum, international 
migration has become an emotive and 
deeply political issue and as a result it can 
discourage joined-up thinking and coherent 
policy-making to facilitate development 
in both more and less economically 
developed countries.
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This type of question accounts for one-third of 
combined AS and A-level marks. Follow our 
guide, then assess an example answer

If you are studying for AQA sociology, whether you are doing AS 
or A-level exams this summer, you will have to answer 10-mark 
questions. These appear on all three A-level papers and on both 

AS papers too. On the A-level papers you have to complete no fewer 
than eight of them, so this type of question accounts for one third 
of the total marks across all exams: 80 out of 240.

The demands of 10-mark questions can be difficult to get to grips 
with. They don’t require a very short answer like a 2-, 4- or 6-mark 
question, nor are they an essay as such, but something in between. 
Whatever the paper, you are effectively given about 15 minutes to 
answer each of these questions. As a result you need to be realistic 
about what you can try to achieve within that timescale, and avoid 
going much over a quarter of an hour and eating into your time for 
other answers.

On both AS and A-level papers the 10-mark question asks you 
to give two examples, reasons, advantages, disadvantages or roles 
(or however the question is phrased), which further cuts down the 
time that you can spend on discussing each point. Nevertheless, 
you need to go well beyond just making each point, you will need 
to explain/analyse it as well and the answers also require some 
evaluation. In fact, these answers are not marked on a point by 
point basis but use mark bands. Your aim should, of course, be to 
get into the highest mark band that you can. The top band usually 
covers marks 8–10, so you should be on course for an A grade if you 
can consistently hit the criteria for this band.

Types of 10-mark question
AQA 10-mark questions take two forms, which we will call for the 
sake of convenience type 1 and type 2. See the examples provided 
in Box 1.

Type 1
Type 1 is a straightforward question with no Item attached to it. 
It is likely to start in AS exams with the words ‘Identify 
and explain two…’, and at A-level with ‘Analyse two…’ 
before giving you the specifics of what your task is. It  might 
ask you to ‘Identify and explain two reasons/ ways/
functions/advantages/disadvantages/causes/effects’, etc.

This type of question features on AS Paper 1 as a question on 
education, and on AS Paper 2 as a question on whatever topic 
you have chosen to study. On A-level papers, you get several 

How to answer AQA 
10-mark questions

 question and answer 
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type  1  questions. On Paper 1 you are asked a type 1 question on 
‘Theory and methods’, on Paper 2 there is a question following this 
format on each topic, and on Paper 3 there is another ‘Theory and 
methods’ 10-mark question.

Type 2
Type 2 questions appear only on A-level papers and provide an 
Item. In this case, you have to apply material from the Item and 
analyse two reasons/ways/functions/advantages/disadvantages/
causes/effects, etc. This makes this type of question a little bit more 
challenging than type 1. However, the following rules apply for 
answering both type 1 and type 2 questions.

Answering 10-mark questions: the essentials
Get started
Given that you only have around 15 minutes, there is not enough 
time to provide an introduction. You can go straight into giving the 
first part of your answer.

Two balanced halves
Answers should be roughly balanced between the two parts, so 
you should spend around 7 or 8 minutes on each part. The answers 
are marked as a whole rather than in two halves and the marking 
scheme requires you to develop both points in some detail if you are 
going to score well.

Conclusion
It may be worthwhile writing a very brief conclusion of perhaps a 
couple of sentences. This might allow you to show some higher level 
skills of analysis and evaluation as discussed below.

Knowledge and understanding
In terms of knowledge and understanding, you need to go well 
beyond merely identifying the two points. You will need to provide 
a more in-depth explanation/analysis which gives details of the 

What is the effect of labelling criminal behaviour?

Box 1 Types of 10-mark question

Type 1 question on ‘Theory and methods’ (as would 
appear on A-Level Paper 1)
Outline and explain two arguments against the view that sociology 
can be value free. (10 marks)

Type 2 question on ‘Crime and deviance’ (as would 
appear on A-level Paper 3)
Applying material from Item A, analyse two criticisms of labelling 
theories of crime and deviance.  (10 marks)

Item A

Labelling theories of crime and deviance are based on the idea that 
actions are only criminal or deviant when a social audience has 
witnessed them and has decided to attach a deviant or criminal label 
to them. The nature of the action itself is unimportant and what is 
far more important is the way that the audience reacts. Furthermore, 
supporters of these theories believe that labelling people as criminals 
or deviants leads to greater criminality or deviance because they tend 
to live up to the label.
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chosen points/examples, explains how and why they are significant 
and ideally gives some evidence in support of them.

Application
Application skills are crucial.

In type 1 questions you must apply the points to the question 
and demonstrate that they are relevant. Don’t be afraid to state fairly 
obvious points about why they are relevant to the question and to 
use the wording of the question directly to hammer home to the 
examiner that you are including appropriate material.

In type 2 questions, application is even more important. 
Unless you apply your points to the Item by picking up on some of 
the wording of the Item and showing its relevance, you’re unlikely 
to get even into the middle mark bands (4 to 7) never mind the top 
mark band (8 to 10). At the start of each half of your answer, make a 
direct link to the Item to make sure that you get full credit for what 
you are writing.

Analysis and evaluation
You will also be marked on demonstrating the skills of analysis 
and evaluation. This can involve discussing why your point is 
significant, supporting it or criticising it with evidence or argument, 
and perhaps making a reasoned judgement on just how important 
your two points are.

There is some scope for including a short conclusion in which 
you may, for example, weigh up the relative importance of the two 
parts of your answer or analyse whether there is any connection 
between the two parts. This conclusion should not be more than a 
couple of sentences — three at the very most.

Answer by Annie
Keeping the above list of essentials in mind, have a look at the 
following answer to the type 2 question provided in Box 1. Think 
about the strengths and weaknesses of the answer before reading 
the commentary.

Firstly, labelling theories can be criticised for arguing 
that ‘the nature of the action itself is unimportant’ in 
determining whether something is criminal/deviant. This 
view is a relativistic view of crime and deviance. This means 
that there is no absolute way of judging whether something 
is criminal or deviant (e.g. by applying the law), but rather it 
is a matter of opinion. A criticism of this view is put forward 
by Taylor, Walton and Young who say that we ‘do not live 
in a world of free social meanings’. By this they mean that 
social audiences are not free to define actions how they 
wish. While there is some ambiguity about whether some 
actions are criminal or not (for example a scuffle between 
two people in the street), there is little or no ambiguity 
about other actions (for example if someone randomly guns 
down strangers in the street). Social audiences, whether 
the police, passers-by or the courts are not free to define 
this as a legal and acceptable action because the meaning 
lies largely in the details of the law and the nature of the 
action rather than in the opinion of the audience. This is 
a strong criticism, although it should be noted that most 
cases are not so clear-cut and there is often some room 
for interpretation suggesting that meanings lie in the 
interaction between the action and the social audience 
rather than exclusively with one or the other.

Secondly, labelling theory can be criticised for assuming, as 
Item A suggests, that the labelling of deviance/crime will 
inevitably lead to greater deviance, an assumption which some 
labelling theorists such as Edwin Lemert certainly seem to 
make. While labelling may lead to the amplification of deviance 
in some circumstances, this is certainly not always the case. 
Deterrence theory suggests that various forms of punishment 
will discourage repeat offences and, although many convicted 
criminals do reoffend, equally many do not. Furthermore, as 
Gouldner notes, the deterministic version of labelling theory 
tends to assume that individuals have little or no agency, which 
Gouldner does not believe is the case. And Knutssen points 
to a lack of evidence that labelling leads to further deviance. 
He sees this claim as an assumption rather than as being 
empirically true.

Of these two criticisms, the first is probably the most 
significant, because it questions the fundamental 
underpinnings of the whole theory. However, some versions of 
labelling theory are not as deterministic as the second criticism 
suggests and, among others, Howard Becker acknowledges that 
there can be various paths away from crime and deviance even 
after labelling has taken place.

Annie has produced an excellent answer. Both points are linked 
very explicitly to Item A. The first one puts some of the words from 
the Item in inverted commas, and the second one directly refers to 
the Item. She has chosen to discuss two aspects of labelling theory 
which are directly mentioned in the Item so there can be no doubt 
that she is applying material from the Item to her answer. The two 
parts of the answer are clearly distinguished through the use of the 
words ‘firstly’ and ‘secondly’.

Annie goes beyond simply stating the criticisms and explains them 
very clearly. She uses several references to the work of specified 
sociologists to back up her claims and she also makes good use of 
appropriate concepts. In these ways, she demonstrates detailed 
knowledge and she also shows a sophisticated understanding.

The analysis and evaluation are also excellent. In each case, Annie 
doesn’t just state the criticism of labelling theory, she also makes 
some assessment of how strong/important the criticism is. In 
the first paragraph, she looks as a counter-argument. The third 
paragraph makes some comparison of the significance of the two 
criticisms and at the end she identifies a weakness of the second 
criticism.

One problem with this answer is that it is slightly unbalanced, with 
more time being spent on the first paragraph than the second. 
However, she still provides enough detail on the second criticism to 
justify getting into the top mark band. Indeed, despite this slight 
weakness, the answer is strong enough to justify full marks. It is 
detailed, sophisticated, it demonstrates an excellent knowledge 
and understanding, it is very well applied to the question and has 
perceptive and well-developed analysis and evaluation.

If you can get close to this kind of standard in your responses to 
10-mark questions in your exams, you will be well on the way to 
getting a high grade overall.  Marks: 10/10

This article is the responsibility of SOCIOLOGY REVIEW and has been neither provided 
nor approved by AQA.    
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The grammar school system favours 
families with more money. The 
report found that disadvantaged 
and ‘just about managing’ families 
were under-represented

Grammar schools update
Explore the latest information 
on the relationship between 
grammar schools and social 
mobility

One of the arguments put forward by 
the government for increasing the 
number of grammar schools is that 

creating more ‘good school places’ would 
benefit the education system as a whole 
and improve social mobility for pupils from 
less-advantaged backgrounds.

The Sutton Trust is one of a number 
of organisations to look more closely at 
whether these and other claims are borne 
out by the evidence. Their latest report, ‘Gaps 
in grammar’, was published recently. Below 
is a summary of some of their findings.

Social selection
Grammar schools are socially, as well 
as educationally, selective. As well as 
disadvantaged children being much less 
likely than other pupils to gain a grammar 
school place, children from families on or 
just below average incomes (sometimes 
referred to as ‘just about managing’) are also 
significantly under-represented.

Ethnicity
Entry to grammar schools is also affected 
by ethnic group. Disadvantaged white 
British children have the lowest entry rate 
of any major ethnic group. Disadvantaged 
Indian children are four times more likely, 
and disadvantaged Chinese children 15 
times more likely, to go to grammar school 
than their white British counterparts.

Independent schools
High proportions of grammar school 
pupils come from the independent primary 
sector — roughly twice as many as would 
be expected.

Better results?
While attainment at GCSE level is higher in 
grammar schools than in comprehensives for 
both disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged 
children, much of this is attributable to 
the high levels of prior pupil attainment. 
Highly able pupils do just as well in top 
comprehensives as they do in grammar 
schools. The Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) has 
found that, internationally, greater selection 
is not associated with higher performance 
among disadvantaged pupils.

Joan Garrod is a managing editor of 
SOCIOLOGY REVIEW.

Cullinane, C. (December 2016) ‘Gaps in 
grammar’, Sutton Trust Research Brief 
Edition 15. Available at:  
www.tinyurl.com/gpo63fe
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Impact and inequality

Grammar schools are shown to have 
an adverse effect on other schools in the 
area. In addition, various longitudinal 
studies have shown that selective education 
actually increases inequality. Those people 
on low incomes educated in areas with 
selective schools earn less, on average, than 
their counterparts educated in areas with 
comprehensive education.

This material would be useful when 
evaluating the arguments for and against 
selective education.
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T he concept of identity is important 
to sociologists because it is only 
by establishing our own identities, 

and learning about the identities of 
individuals and groups, that we 
come to know what makes us similar, 
or different, to other people. This 
helps us to form social 
connections and establish 
group solidarity and 
identif ication with 
others. It also creates 
disconnections and 
divisions. This article 
explores the dichotomy of 
structure-versus-agency approaches 

to identity through its application 
to Facebook.

What is identity?
Identity is made up of two 
components: how we see ourselves 
and how others see us. Part of 

our identity involves aspects 
of choice. We may, for 
example, identify with 
certain sports teams, 
types of music, fashion or 
leisure groups. We have less 
control, however, over other 

fragments of our identity, such 
as our social class, gender, age or 

nationality. This is because these elements 
are shaped by social forces. This leads us to 
question the extent to which — and how 
— structure and agency influence the 
formation and maintenance 
of our personal and 
group identities.

Sociologists such as 
Zygmunt Bauman (1990) 
infer that being socialised 
into culture involves 
introducing and sustaining social order in 
society. Culture can shape and constrain 
individual identity, and identity plays an 
active role in social order. Goffman (1990), 
by contrast, described society as being 
like a stage where individuals ‘perform’ to 
create certain impressions of who they are. 
He suggested that individuals manipulate 
and manage the impression others receive 
of them. This is what Goffman refers to 
as ‘the presentation of self ’. One medium 

of impression management may be found 
through social media sites such as Facebook.

Facebook is an opportune platform for 
individuals to be introduced to new ideas, 
trends and opinions, and it provides the 
prospect of asserting one’s identity in the 
public sphere. A sense of common identity 
can be acquired by those who want to be 
part of — or at least suggest to their friends 
they are part of — a particular cause or 
opinion, through the liking and sharing of 
causes or news stories. However, the extent 
to which Facebook offers a reflection of 
our true identities or, as Goffman might 
put it, a medium to manage other people’s 
perception of who we are and how we want 
others to see us, can be questioned.

Facebook and identity 
management

An important part of the self 
is the ‘ideal self ’. This is a set 
of ideas about who we think 
we ought to be, rather 
than who we actually are. 
Facebook users may hide 
behind a guise, portray 

images of the ideal self, 
which individuals can create and 
share in order to depict an image of 

the person they would like others to 
see, rather than who they actually are.

Facebook users can choose which 
profile photographs they would like to 
display, for example. They can also update 
their status and portray to their audience 
what they would like them to hear, how 
they are feeling, or what they are doing. 

Sarah McLaughlin

Facebook and the 
presentation of self
A structure-versus-agency analysis

The social media phenomenon that is 
Facebook is here used as a vehicle for 
Sarah McLaughlin to consider the issue 
of identity construction. Using examples 
of both structuralism and action theories, 
she examines different views regarding 
the source of our identities and looks at 
how we may manipulate them to present 
ourselves in a particular light. This article 
is useful for all students in its discussion 
of sociological theories, and will be of 
particular interest to those taking the 
‘Culture and identity’ or ‘Mass media’ 
topics.

Signposts 

identity, structure, action, virtue signalling

Key concepts Key concepts

A core issue for sociologists remains the structure-versus-agency 
debate. Can we address it by looking at approaches to identity 
construction on Facebook?
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Facebook  profiles are a portrait of the 
identity we want other people to see — 
our relationship status, occupation, group 
affiliation, education, friends, feelings, 
opinions, the list goes on. Facebook provides 
the perfect vehicle for such self-portrayal.

However, as well as presenting ourselves 
in a particular way, Facebook friends can 
also reflect back by posting about 
us or commenting on our posts. 
This, in turn, influences our 
own perceptions of the sort 
of person we are. However, 
we may be misguided in our 
beliefs about how others see 
us. We might think that the 
evaluations of others are more 
negative — or more positive — than they 
really are. In short, how we think others see 
us is not necessarily how they do see us.

Signalling virtue via social 
media
Facebook may be used in an attempt to 
manipulate the perception we want others 
to have of us. However, this was challenged 
during the ‘naked selfies’ campaign in 
2014 when women ‘dared’ each other to 
post photographs of themselves online, 
ostensibly wearing no make-up. This was 
accompanied by a call-to-arms, imploring 
other women to do the same in order to 
raise money and awareness for breast 
cancer. The posts were accompanied by the 
amount donated to the charity.

This campaign provided an opportunity 
to demonstrate affiliation with other 
women, charity givers, people who care 
about curing cancer, and females who want 
others to believe they don’t need make-up 
to be accepted. For some, this is a selfless 

act, but for others there may be another 
reason for such public displays of charity.

Bartholomew (2015) has coined the 
phrase ‘virtue signalling’ to describe the 
way people say or write things online to 
indicate that they are virtuous. Facebook 
is saturated with virtue signalling. 
This  includes friends liking pages in order 

to indicate their association or 
moral compass, sharing articles, 

promoting charities and 
publicly announcing their acts 
of charitable donation.

For sociologists such as 
Charles Cooley (1972), this 

would indicate the need we 
might have for portraying ourselves 

as virtuous in an attempt to make others 
see us in a positive light. Other examples 
might be the recent ice-bucket challenge, 
the push-up challenge, or the ‘movember’ 
(moustache) movement — the list goes on.

Structure versus agency matters
A functionalist approach
Structural functionalists tend to suggest 
that individuals are the product of social 
influences (structures). Family, religion, 
schooling and work are all examples of 
structuralist influences over our identities. 
Identity is important to the functioning of 
society because it helps to create a sense 
of common identity and solidarity among 
groups. From this viewpoint, therefore, 
identity is created through the socialisation 
process and shaped largely by social 
structures, rather than being an expression 
of a person’s unique or innate individuality.

However, Facebook often seems to be the 
vehicle for individuals making free choices 
to express their own preferences and values. 

For example, many supporters of the US 
Supreme Court’s decision to legalise same-
sex unions in 2015 superimposed a rainbow 
flag over their Facebook profile picture. 
They did this presumably to demonstrate 
social solidarity and a common identity 
among gay-rights supporters, or as an 
indication of membership to the wider 
support movement. This meme was adopted 
by over 26 million Facebook users within 
1 week of the change in law.

On the surface at least, this may suggest 
millions of individuals sharing the same 
values. But when analysing the change 
in profile picture more deeply, it may be 
inferred that some users felt pressured to 
adopt the rainbow flag because not doing 
so might suggest their lack of support — or 
even an indication that they were against 
the cause.

The rainbow phenomenon may be 
interpreted as a result of peer pressure and 
the need to portray a certain identity to 
other users. Functionalists might point 
out how this demonstrates the way we are 
socialised from birth to follow the norms 
and trends of our society. We feel intense 
pressure to conform.

An interactionist approach
In contrast to structuralist approaches, 
interactionist sociologists are more likely to 
suggest that individuals have a much more 
active role (agency) in shaping social life. 
Interactionists tend to reject the structuralist 
view that behaviour is mainly a product of 
external forces over which we have little 
control. After all, we can choose whether or 
not to share or like a page — or even to have 
a Facebook account at all.

What we cannot control, though, is how 
people interpret what they see. This  is key 
for interactionists. The photo with friends 
drinking on Facebook may imply that the 
individual is able to let their hair down, now 
and again, and have active relationships. 
Alternatively, it might be seen as an 
unfortunate public display which could put 
off potential employers.

A postmodernist approach
Postmodernists challenge conventional 
ideas about the construction of identity with 

SOCIETY IS LIKE A STAGE WHERE 
INDIVIDUALS ‘PERFORM’ TO 
CREATE CERTAIN IMPRESSIONS OF 
WHO THEY ARE
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their assertion that personal identity is a 
product of choice, rather than a structural 
constraint. Bauman (1996) inferred that, 
although poorer consumers are at a real 
disadvantage, we now have greater choice 
than ever: about how we look, what 
we consume and what we believe in. He 
referred to today’s society as resembling 
an endless shopping mall, where people 
can shop around for elements of a 
satisfying identity.

Bauman’s assertion ref lects the 
catalogue of different identities we can 
construct online using our Facebook 
profiles. We can change our relationship 
status, our photographs, which depict us as 
professional or someone who likes to party, 
or say whether we support charities or are 
passionate about a particular news story.

The reflexive self
This very strong notion of agency is 
paramount to Giddens’ (1991) argument 
that individuals are not passive receivers of 
identity but are reflexive and able to alter 
their identities as they reflect on themselves. 
How many times have you looked back on 
previous status updates and photographs 
posted on Facebook and deleted them, or 
felt differently about them?

OUR FACEBOOK PROFILES REFLECT 
THE PERSON WE WANT OTHERS TO 
THINK WE ARE

Sarah McLaughlin is a further 
education lecturer in sociology and 
business studies at Weston College. 
Her research interests include feminist 
methodologies and inequalities in 
education.
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Giddens calls this the ‘reflexive self ’ and 
suggests that identities change over time as 
we reflect on interactions with others and 
with agencies of socialisation. Both Bauman 
and Giddens see identity as relatively fluid. 
But our real freedom to ‘pick and choose’ 
who we are is questionable, because we can 
easily be constrained by social pressures to 
conform. Such choices may be restricted 
due to factors such as family expectations, 
education, laws and culture.

Fear of negative comments, or of being 
‘unfriended’ online, may restrict a Facebook 
user from presenting their true feelings, or 
true self, online. This leads to questions 
about how free we really are to present our 
true selves on Facebook. Our Facebook 
profiles reflect the person we want others 
to think we are, but we can’t control how 
others respond to this.

Conclusion
Advocates of structuralist perspectives 
argue that identity is a product of structural 
influences, pressing individuals to conform. 
In contrast, postmodernists refer to the 
increased choices we have today, inferring 
that individuals can pick and choose 
who they want to be — as on Facebook. 
Interactionists, however, warn that identity 
construction occurs in social interaction: 
it is also about how others interpret the 
messages we may send.

This discussion regarding Facebook 
profiles illustrates the more free-floating 

sense of identity we have today. It shows 
how attempts to present ourselves to the 
world in particular ways may not always 
be successful. It also shows how choice and 
constraint, social action and structure, make 
the use of Facebook for identity construction 
a far from straightforward exercise.

From the ice-bucket challenge, to movember 
and the rainbow flag. Are we displaying charity 
and moral support, or simply ‘virtue signalling’?
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A global survey recently carried out 
by the Inter-Parliamentary Union 
(IPU) found that many female 

politicians were regularly subjected to 
physical, sexual and psychological violence.

Findings
The survey covered 55 female MPs from 
39 countries, and despite the small sample, 
the results were disturbing. More than 40% 
said that they had been subjected to threats 
of death, rape, beatings or abduction. About 
65% said that they were often subjected to 
‘humiliating sexist remarks’, usually made 
in parliament by male colleagues, including 
those from their own party as well as 
from the opposition. A number of women 
said that they had been asked for sexual 
favours in return for political advantage. 
Almost half said that they had also been 
abused via social media. One fifth said that 
they had been slapped, pushed or struck. 
Some  had been denied funds or resources 

to which they were entitled and which male 
colleagues had received.

UK
The problem is not confined to newer 
democracies. In 2011 David Cameron told 
Angela Eagle, shadow chief secretary to 
the Treasury, to ‘Calm down, dear’ during 
an exchange in the House of Commons. 
MP  Jess Phillips has said that over one 
night she received over 600 threats of rape, 
while MP Tulip Siddiq has reported that 
she is regularly the victim of online abuse, 
including death threats. Tragically, MP Jo 
Cox was attacked and killed in 2016 after a 
constituency meeting.

In March 2016 the National Democratic 
Institute (NDI) launched a global campaign 
— #NotTheCost — to raise awareness 
of the violence against women holding 
or seeking office. The NDI has called for 
further research to assess the scale of 
the problem. It also calls for training for 

women on how to respond to threats and 
acts of violence.

Democracy
Despite these problems, 80% of those 
surveyed who had been victims of abuse 
or violence said that this would not prevent 
them from running for another term in 
office. The IPU secretary, Martin Chungong, 
said that parliaments should put their 
own house in order if they wished to stop 
violence and discrimination against women, 
arguing that the vitality of democracy itself 
depended on it.

Joan Garrod

Threats against 
women in politics

Ford, L. (26 October 2016) ‘“Threats of death 
or violence common for women in politics” 
report says’, Guardian. Available at:  
www.tinyurl.com/jhbfzet.
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A s its name implies, life 
expectancy refers to the 
number of years a person can 

be expected to live. It can be measured 
at any age, but the most frequently used 
figures are life expectancy at birth, and 
usually at 65, but increasingly also 
at a higher age, often 80. If a child 
survives the first year of life, their life 
expectancy will increase, and many of 
those who live until 65 can expect to live 
beyond the average age of death.

The type of average used is the mean. The mean 
is calculated by adding up all the ages at which people 
died, and then dividing by the total number of deaths. This means 
that some people will die before the ‘average’ age, and some will live 
longer. If there are ‘spikes’ in this type of calculation, the average 
will be distorted. For example, in a period when many babies died 
at birth or in infancy the average age was depressed. With many 
people now living to age 100 or more, the average has risen.

Why do women live longer?
Statistically, there has always been a gap between the life expectancy 
rates of men and women, and this is found across the world. 
However, the degree of difference varies. In more affluent countries, 
such as the UK and Sweden, it is currently about 4 years, while in 
Russia it is 12 years.

There are two types of factor to explain the difference between 
the life expectancies of men and women. These are genetic/
biological and social. Social factors are by far the more important.

Genetic/biological factors
The sex of mammals is determined by a pair of ‘sex cells’, called 
gonosomes. In females, both chromosomes are X, while males have 
an X and a Y. Mutated genes on the X chromosome are less likely to 
affect females, as they have another X chromosome, but are more 
likely to affect males, who have only one X chromosome. This is 
why some genetically transmitted diseases, such as haemophilia, 
are far more common in males than females.

Males also have much higher levels of testosterone than females. 
High levels of testosterone can suppress the immune system, leaving 
a susceptibility to illnesses such as cardiovascular disease, and also 
increased levels of aggression, which often means that males are 
more likely to indulge in risk-taking behaviour.

Social factors
In most societies, men and women 
engage in different kinds of 
behaviour. In the developed world, 
the lifestyle of men is more likely than 
that of women to involve behaviours 
that are associated with premature 
death, namely smoking, excessive 
alcohol consumption, obesity and 

lack of exercise. Typically, men are also 
less likely than women to consult a doctor 

if they have a health problem, which means 
that they are far more at risk of late diagnosis, 

which can mean that a disease will be far more difficult 
to treat or cure.

Males also have higher suicide rates than women. In 2014, the 
average suicide rate in the UK was 10.8 per 100,000 people. The rate 
for males was 16.8 per 100,000, and for women it was 5.2 per 
100,000. The highest suicide rate that year was among men aged 
45–49, with a rate of 26.5 per 100,000.

The importance of social factors in life expectancy is shown 
by the fact that as some social differences between men and 
women disappear or lessen, the gap between their respective life 
expectancies narrows. As more women join the labour force, they 
are exposed to some of the risk factors experienced by men which 
can have serious health consequences. These include stress, fatigue, 
smoking (20% of males are regular smokers, and 17% of women), 
excessive alcohol consumption and obesity.

Reasons for an overall rise in life expectancy
There is no one single cause, but some of the main reasons are:

 ■ overall improvements in public health, including the provision of 
clean drinking water and better nutrition

 ■ the introduction of the National Health Service, providing free 
medical care

 ■ the development of vaccinations and antibiotics, which have 
proved particularly beneficial to the health of children

 ■ a better understanding of disease and the development of new 
drugs and treatments

 ■ a decline in heavy manufacturing and coal mining, which 
improved the health of working-class men in particular

 ■ greater attention to, and laws governing, health and safety 
at work

 ■ a fall in the number of people who are regular smokers

Life expectancy
Average life expectancy has been rising in the UK for many decades. Why is this, and do average 
figures mask important differences between social groups?

 stretch and challenge 
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Has everyone benefited?
It is certainly not the case that everyone has benefited to the same 
extent. There are marked differences in death rates by region, 
social class and, to a lesser extent, ethnicity. It is difficult to 
isolate individual causes for some of these differences, as death 
rates are highest among the most deprived members of society, 
and deprivation has a regional distribution. Similarly, members of 
certain minority ethnic groups, particularly those of Pakistani and 
Bangladeshi origin, are among the poorer members of society.

The ‘regional effect’ is quite marked. Life expectancy is highest in 
southeast England (82.4 years for males and females combined) and 
lowest in Northern Ireland (79.6) and Scotland (79.1).

The World Health Organization published a report in 2015 
which showed that women in the UK have the second worst life 
expectancy of 15 European countries (EU-15), with only Danish 
women faring worse. UK women had above-average EU-15 death 
rates from cancer, diabetes, cardiovascular disease and diseases of 
the digestive system.

However, the effects of deprivation were also evident, with 
those women in England living in the areas with the highest life 
expectancy living almost 7 years longer than women living in areas 
with the lowest.

Does social policy play a part?
In February 2016 it was announced that England and Wales had 
seen the biggest rise in the number of deaths a year for a whole 
generation. Provisional figures suggested that there were 5.6% more 
deaths in England and Wales in 2015 than in the previous year. 
If  the final figures confirm this, it would represent the largest 
increase in the national death rate since the 1960s.

Professor Dominic Harrison, director of public health in 
Blackburn and Darwen, and an advisor to Public Health England 
(PHE), suggested that cuts to local authority social care budgets 
could be partly to blame. He said that ‘something is making the 
population more vulnerable to death’ and said that the figures 
were unlikely to be fully explained by winter infections or a rise in 
the elderly population. He went on to say that reductions in local 

authority social care budgets in England have particularly affected 
preventative care services, such as meals-on-wheels, that normally 
provided daily one-to-one contact for elderly people. However, 
Professor John Newton, chief knowledge officer for PHE, said that 
the figures suggested that cold weather and flu may have played a 
part in the increase in deaths.

What issues are raised by this topic?
 ■ There are considerable variations in life expectancy rates, 

particularly by social class, region and gender. What are the reasons 
behind these variations, and to what extent could they be reduced?

 ■ Why should life expectancy in the UK be lower than in some 
other European countries?

 ■ How could some of the ‘risk factors’ be reduced?
 ■ Do the cuts in local authority spending resulting from ‘austerity’ 

have an effect on the health of some citizens?

How could I use this material?
This material could be used, given relevant questions, in the topics 
of ‘Families and households (population)’, ‘Health’, ‘Work, poverty 
and welfare’ and ‘Stratification/Understanding social inequalities’. 
It  raises issues of poverty and affluence, lifestyle choices, social 
policy and regional inequalities.

Use your class notes and textbooks to research this issue, then 
answer the following questions:

•	Identify and explain some of the reasons for social class differences 
in life expectancy.

•	Assess the view that changes in women’s roles have led to their 
lifestyle becoming similar to that of men, with consequences for their 
health and wellbeing.

Activities 

Joan Garrod is a managing editor of SOCIOLOGY REVIEW.

Life expectancy is measured at birth, 65 and 80
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 understanding data 

Positive health benefits
Researchers Rebecca Steinbach, Chris Grundy and Calum Davy at the 
London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine recently produced a 
fascinating map of London, based on the 2011 census, which plotted 
the settlement of different ethnic groups in the capital (see Figure 1).

The researchers argued that the map could be especially useful for 
analysing health issues. For example, some research, particularly 

around mental health, has suggested there exists a ‘group density’ 
effect on health, where ethnic minorities living in an area with a 
higher proportion of people from a similar ethnic group enjoy better 
health than those who live in areas with a lower proportion. So, 
ethnic self-segregation in the UK could have some positive health 
outcomes.

Source: This work is based on data provided through EDINA UKBORDERS with the support of the ESRC and 
JISC and uses boundary material which is copyright of the Crown.

Figure 1 London by ethnic settlements

Ethnic segregation
Are communities becoming more segregated? Does it matter?

 White-British     White Non-British     Black or Black British     Asian or Asian British
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Polarisation
A rather different view comes from a 2016 report Is 
Segregation Increasing in the UK? co-authored by Professor 
Ted Cantle from the Institute of Community Relations and 
Professor Eric Kaufmann from Birkbeck College, University 
of London. For these authors, UK politicians must urgently 
tackle what they call the ‘increasing ethnic polarisation’ of 
many of Britain’s towns and cities.

Cantle warned that rather than improving health, 
increasingly segregated societies ‘breed intolerance and 
prejudice’, reducing the daily contact between communities 
which can break down stereotypes. Cantle argued that 
recent trends in England showed: ‘White people are leaving 
urban areas in a disproportionate number — and they 
avoid moving to diverse areas when they do move’ (see 
Figure 2).

In one ward in the Blackburn and Darwen authority area in 
East Lancashire, change had been profound. There, 7.8% 
of the population was white British in 2011, down from 
42.3% in 1991. Cantle argues that politicians and policy-
makers need to encourage white British residents to remain 
in diverse areas to encourage positive community relations 
and social integration.

Social segregation
Cantle’s report tells us where different ethnic communities live, but 
not how they interact. The Social Integration Commission (SIC) recently 
addressed this question in a 2015 report called How Integrated is 
Modern Britain? The commission hired Ipsos MORI to conduct a survey 
of 4,269 British people aged between 13 and 80 years of age, asking 
about interactions with people from other ethnic groups. It then tried 
to measure their social integration.

For example, if a white respondent lives in an area where 40% of 
people are from non-white ethnic groups, if there was no social 
segregation one would expect 40% of their interactions to be with 
non-whites. If this figure turned out to be 30%, then they had 25% 
fewer interactions (a score of -25%) with people of a different ethnicity 
than one would expect if ethnicity was irrelevant.

So, what did they find? Well, as shown in Figure 3, apart from the 
‘Mixed’ ethnic group, all ethnic groups have around 40% to 50% fewer 
social interactions with others than would occur if there was no social 
segregation.

The SIC report also found that young people under 17 years old actually have fewer interactions with other ethnic groups than people aged 18 to 
34. This raises questions around ethnic difference in UK schools. However, those aged 18 to 34 are the most ethnically integrated age group. This 
age group are more likely to attend further and higher educational institutions, and are highly mobile.

So, should we simply expect and accept that people from different ethnic backgrounds will seek out people like themselves to live among and 
socialise with? Or, without intervention, are we heading for problems as a segregated and divided society?
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they also need to have parenting and 
family support policies (Daly et al 2015). 
The growth of these measures makes for an 
interesting case study of the engagement of 
contemporary social policy with parents, 
children and families.

The research
The research on which this article is based 
sought to answer three questions regarding 
such developments in England:

 ■ What is involved in parenting support as 
a form of social policy?

 ■ Why has parenting support developed?
 ■ What is the significance of the focus on 

organised parenting support? 
For more on the methodology used, see 

Box 1.

What is involved in parenting 
support?
The underlying idea of parenting support 
is to engage parents in organised activities 
in order to develop and improve their 
awareness, knowledge of and competence in 
their child-raising abilities.

Providers and locations
Parenting support in England comprises 
a loose portfolio of services offered 
by the state, the voluntary sector or, 
increasingly, the private sector. Local 
governments typically provide a portion 

of parenting support services directly. 
However,  government provision is 
becoming smaller and smaller as cutbacks 
are taking their effect — and so services are 
more often provided by non-governmental 
organisations, faith-based organisations and 
commercial enterprises (but these too are 
affected by cutbacks).

Services that fall under the banner of 
parenting support include information 
services, home-visiting, parent counselling, 
parenting programmes, drop-in sessions 
for parents and children (modelled play, 
early years’ education, nutrition) and advice 
clinics (in which a professional, such as 
a nurse, speech therapist or educational 
psychologist, is available).

Mary Daly

Social policy 
and the family
Parenting support 
programmes in England

In this very interesting and important 
article on an aspect of families and social 
policy, Mary Daly looks at the rise of 
‘parenting support’. She identifies some of 
the underlying assumptions made about 
the supposed need for parenting support 
programmes, linked to certain changes in 
society. She also points out that, despite 
being allegedly important for all families, 
such programmes are often directed at 
particular types of family: low-income, lone-
parent and those identified as ‘troubled’. 
This article is of benefit and relevance to 
students taking the ‘Family’ option.

Signposts 

parenting support, child-rearing, social 
policy, ideology, stigmatisation

Key concepts Key concepts

Over the last 10–15 years there has been a move to use 
social policies to improve parents’ child-rearing. But should 
governments have parenting and family support policies?

In England, different Labour 
governments from 1998 to 2010 
invested strongly in a diversified range 

of parenting and family support measures. 
Key elements of their approach have been 
continued by subsequent governments. 
Moreover, governments in other parts of 
Europe and the wider world are also turning 
a critical lens on how parents raise and 
‘manage’ their children, and asking whether 
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At the time of this study, the majority 
of these services were located in Children’s 
Centres (many of which have since been 
closed down by cuts to local government) 
as well as in primary schools, churches and 
community centres. Local governments 

have primary responsibility for designing 
and delivering parenting support, most 
of which is financed by budgets allocated 
to public services from a section of the 
Department for Education tasked with the 
affairs of children and families.

Parenting programmes

Parenting programmes are especially 
important in what is provided under the 
banner of parenting support. These come 
as ready-packaged programmes which 
have been developed by educationalists 
and psychologists, often on a commercial 
basis (the most widely known is called 
Triple P). They consist of a pre-designed 
package of information and guidance for 
parents, typically delivered through a series 
of 2-  or   3-hour sessions lasting between 
8 and 13 weeks. They tend to be organised 
as group sessions and facilitators follow a 
manual that provides activities and role-
play for each topic.

Often referred to as ‘parenting courses’, 
they include generalised programmes 
for parents according to the age of their 
children (infants, children and adolescents). 

Box 1 Methods

The study was funded by the Economic and 
Social Research Council and carried out in 
2013/2014. A mixed methods approach was 
used, incorporating area-based case studies, key 
informant interviews and documentary analysis.

A case-study approach was adopted which 
focused on two local areas. This approach 
was deliberately chosen given a relative lack 
of knowledge of how services are organised 
and offered on the ground and what is offered 
to parents in different places. The two case-
study areas, one a borough of London and the 
second an area within a county council, were 
selected on the basis of low-income, breadth of 
parenting support service provision, and type 
of administrative unit (urban borough versus 

city/county council).

During late 2013 and early 2014, 42 key 
informant interviews were conducted with 
experts. These included:

•	academic commentators and activists 
experienced in national policy development, 
application and interpretation

•	decision-makers (sampled to comprise 
mainly senior directors of services in national 
government and in the two case-study areas)

•	service providers (mainly social 
workers and other employees of state or 
NGO-funded services which deliver or 
manage parenting support interventions in 
the two case-study areas)

A typical Children’s Centre. Many have 
been forced to close in recent years

THE CHALLENGES OF PARENTING 
WERE DESCRIBED AS HAVING 
BECOME MORE COMPLEX AND 
DEMANDING
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An  increasing range of programmes are 
aimed at specific groups of parents, including 
teenage mothers, parents with learning 
disabilities, those whose children have 
special educational needs, as well as those 
from specific language or cultural groups.

Over the 15 years between 2000 and 
2015, parenting support became more 
embedded in family support and broader 
social services in England. This was in line 
with its evolution from a service offered only 
to parents of young children (to strengthen 
mother–child bonds and set infants on a 
positive development trajectory), to one that 
is considered appropriate to parents with 
children of any age (including adolescents).

Why has parenting support 
developed?
The majority of respondents in the study 
considered it both appropriate and, in 
many cases, necessary to help parents in 
the everyday challenges of raising children 
because their support systems are thought to 
be inadequate. The social fabric is believed 
to have weakened in England, and families 

are also seen to be subject to more pressures 
than ever before.

Moreover, the challenges of parenting 
were described by many respondents 
to have become more complex and 
demanding. This is true not only from a 
financial point of view (arising from the 
costs of childcare and raising children), but 
in terms of understanding and responding 
appropriately to relatively new issues 
affecting the lives of children and young 
people (for example, the widespread use of 
technology and the web).

Generic assumptions
However, the beliefs described in the 
preceding paragraphs involve two big leaps 
or sets of assumptions:

 ■ First, it used to be assumed that parenting 
was something that people generally learned 
through their families or via widespread 
societal norms and customs. But now the 
view is that people need to be taught how to 
parent, that it is something that people can 
learn and need to learn through parental 
education and training.

 ■ The second leap involves the obligation 
to make the resources for parental learning 
available. The general consensus seems to 
be now of an obligation on the part of society, 
and primarily the state, to step into the 
breach left by social and demographic trends.

Targeted control
These points suggest a general or generic 
need for parenting support. In practice, 
though, the most common recipients of 
parenting support are parents who are in 
need or considered vulnerable in some way. 
This means that parenting support is mainly 
directed at low-income families, lone-parent 
families and/or families who are seen to be 
‘troubled’ in some way. It is also mainly the 
mother who attends.

Given the specificity of the target 
audience of parenting support, we have 
to acknowledge the possibility that it is a 
way not just of helping particular groups 

Today’s programmes imply that 
parenting involves a set of skills 
that can be taught and learned

PEOPLE NEED TO BE TAUGHT HOW 
TO PARENT
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of parents but also of controlling them and 
of spreading particular norms and values 
across society.

What is the significance of 
parenting support?
We can break this question down further.

 ■ What is new about parenting support?
 ■ What is the wider significance of 

these developments?

What is new about parenting 
support?
The growth of parenting support signals a 
degree of public intervention into family 
and private life that is new. It is not that 
state and societal interest in child-raising 
is new — this has long existed. Consider 
the different books and manuals on child-
raising, for example, and the long history 
of public childcare and indeed of social 
policy support for parents, such as through 
maternity leave. In the past, though, the 
focus was on the health of mother and baby, 
whereas a somewhat different landscape 
prevails today.

While mother/baby support is still 
widespread, it is now located within 
a broader field of ‘parenting support’. 
The  use of both ‘support’ and ‘parenting’ 
are interesting in this context.  According to 
Veiel and Baumann (1992, cited in Heath 
2004), the term ‘support’ did not feature 
in the scientific literature on child-rearing 
until the early 1970s. It has roots in an 
attempt to recreate or compensate for the 
loss of social support in the community 
setting. It could be argued then, to be an 
ideological term, focusing on the more 
benign aspects rather than on the control 
of parents.

The second term — ‘parenting’ — is even 
newer. It has been imported into public 
discussions from two different (although 
related) sources:

 ■ The first source is research from medical 
and psychological sources, especially a 

body of work coming from developmental 
psychology, behavioural psychology and 
more recently neuroscience. Here  the 
activities of parents are spotlighted for 
their impact on children’s behaviour, 
development and longer term outcomes 
(O’Connor and Scott 2007). These  ideas 
share a view of the parent–child 
relationship as central to increasing or 
reducing the child’s chances of development 
and achievement.

 ■ A second source is the popular literature 
on how to rear children and especially 
how to ‘parent’ (Briers 2008). Think of TV 
programmes such as Supernanny and the 
popularity of the website ‘Mumsnet’.

Replacing ‘child rearing’?
The concept being replaced by ‘parenting 
support’ is ‘child rearing’. But parenting as 
a concept and discourse is different from 
child-rearing in at least three ways:

 ■ First, parenting support puts forward a 
normative view that there is a best set of 
parenting-related practices which parents 
should follow and, by implication, that 
some ways of parenting are wrong or 
produce negative results (Wastell and White 
2012, Daly 2013).

 ■ Second, the use of the present participle 
— ‘parenting’ — spotlights the execution 
or doing of the parental role rather than 
the sense of being a parent (the person and 
identity involved) or parenthood (as the 
societal role).

 ■ Third, the suggestion in ‘parenting 
support’ as distinct from the less 
interventionist and normative term ‘child-
rearing’ is that parenting involves a set of 
skills that can be taught and learned in a 
service setting.

What is the wider significance of 
these developments?
In terms of the wider significance of the 
rise of parenting support, I would like to 
point out that while there are benefits there 
are also risks. The first risk is the potential 
stigmatisation of certain groups of parents 
as well as shifting the blame for poor child 
wellbeing to the parent and therefore 
away from the possibility of a causal role 
for wider societal inequalities or state 
shortages. There are real possibilities that 
these provisions will increase rather than 
narrow social divisions.

A second possibility is that parents are 
the focus of policy and support because 
they are seen as a means to improve the 

lives of children. If parenting support is 
seen as a measure primarily for children, 
then parents’ own needs and concerns fall 
from view.

And, finally, there is also a third risk, 
which is that the turn to parenting support 
represents a move away from supporting 
parents and families through cash payments 
and social services and the many social 
policies that have grown up over time. It 
can therefore be seen as part of a move away 
from addressing problems and challenges in 
the environments within which children, 
parents and families live.

Molineuvo, D. (2013) Parenting Support in 
Europe: A Comparative Study of Policies 
and Practices, European Foundation for 
the Improvement of Living and Working 
Conditions. Available at:  
www.tinyurl.com/jv5l4kn.
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PARENTING SUPPORT MAY BE 
A WAY NOT JUST OF HELPING 
PARTICULAR GROUPS OF PARENTS 
BUT ALSO OF CONTROLLING THEM

IT HAS ROOTS IN AN ATTEMPT 
TO COMPENSATE FOR THE LOSS 
OF SOCIAL SUPPORT IN THE 
COMMUNITY SETTING
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In British society, major changes in 
religious belonging have taken place 
in recent decades. These include a 

substantial decline in levels of people’s 
identification as Anglican or followers of 
the Church of England, as well as increases 
in affiliation with non-Christian religions.

Another important trend is the increasing 
proportion of people who do not profess any 
religious identity — that is, the expanding 
group of ‘religious nones’. Data from the 
British Social Attitudes surveys show that 
the ‘religious nones’ amount to about half of 
the adult population: 49% in 2014, up from 
31% in 1983 (NatCen 2015).

There is, therefore, a growing need for 
scholars of religion in Britain to examine 
who the religious ‘nones’ are — their group 
identities, social composition and the 
attitudes they hold. As Smith and Baker 
(2015) have recently observed: ‘One of the 
major directions that future research can 

pursue is to emphasise and outline the 
nuance present among secular segments of 
the population.’

This article uses survey data nationally 
representative of the British adult 
population to do three things:
1 Examine the overall prevalence of 
atheism in British society over time, 
using data on non-belief in God and self-
identification as an atheist.
2 Examine the social basis of atheist self-
identification, looking at variation based on 
sex, age and education.
3 Compare the attitudes of atheists with 
other more or less religious individuals.

Atheism in British society
Using quantitative evidence from surveys 
and opinion polls, levels of atheism in 
society can generally be measured in two 
ways. One represents a measure of belief 
and the other is a measure of identification. 

Ben Clements

In this article, Ben Clements uses data 
from quantitative surveys to show changes 
in levels of religious belief and religious 
self-identification over time. His analysis 
of the data identifies some of the social 
characteristics of atheists and agnostics: 
gender, age and level of education. 
The material would be particularly helpful 
in giving a more nuanced view when 
discussing issues of rising secularisation 
in Britain. While of particular interest to 
those taking the topic of ‘Beliefs in society’ 
the article also touches on links between 
religious belief and attitudes towards 
aspects of social policy.

Signposts 

atheist, agnostic, religious identification, 
the new atheism

Key concepts Key concepts

As part of the wider process of secularisation in the UK, increasing 
numbers of people claim no religious identity at all. Who are they and 
what are their attitudes?

Rising atheism  
in British society
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The first approach looks at the proportion 
of people who explicitly say they do not 
believe in God (or any form of spirit or 
higher power). The second is based on those 
self-identifying as atheist.

Evidence over time on atheism in Britain 
— measured as both self-identification and 
expressed as non-belief in God — can be 
obtained from the European Values Study 
(EVS). This is a long-running international 
project which has conducted four surveys of 
the British public (in 1981, 1990, 1998 and 
2008). In each survey, consistently worded 
questions have been asked about belief in 
God, belief in a personal God, and about 
identification as a religious person or not 
(see Figure 1).

According to these surveys, over time, 
the proportion of people declaring they are 
a religious person has fallen from 59% to 
45%, with the proportion seeing themselves 
as non-religious rising from 37% to 47%. 
There is also a trend of higher levels of 
disbelief in God relative to levels of self-
identification as an atheist which has been 
noted in other scholarly research in this area 
(Smith and Baker 2015).

Who are the atheists?
Given an upward movement towards atheism 
across recent decades, who is more likely to 
declare in this way? The evidence presented 
in Figure 2 shows that self-identification 
as atheist is more prevalent among men 

(12%) than women (4%), highest among 
the 18–24 age group (15%), and also most 
common among those who hold a degree-
level qualification or higher (13%). Across all 
group categories, this identification is least 
common among those aged 75 and older.

Source: Author’s analysis of EVS surveys.

Figure 1 Changing indications of atheism, 1981–2008
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A humanist campaign before the 2011 
census aimed to raise awareness of the 
political impact of the census results
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It should be reiterated that only 8% 
of all those surveyed in 2008 declared 
themselves to be convinced atheists. Perhaps 
the wording of this option understates this 
figure. The patterning of group responses is 
broadly similar when disbelief in God or in 
a personal God is used as the indicator of 
atheism — that is, disbelief tends to be more 
common among men, younger age groups 
and those with higher levels of educational 
attainment (Clements 2015).

Atheist attitudes to religious–
secular issues
Having briefly examined the social basis 
of atheist self-identification, the next step 
is to examine the attitudes of atheists and 
comparison groups towards religious–
secular debates in the wider society. 
This is particularly interesting given the 
emergence of the ‘new atheism’ movement 
in British society, which has a ‘direct set 
of political stances’ on policy issues and 
an emphasis ‘on popularising anti-religious 
sentiment in order to support efforts to 
challenge the institutional and social 
power of religion’ (McAnulla 2014).

Table 1 shows the responses to a series 
of questions which gauge views on issues of 
religious authority and the role of religion 
in the public sphere. For all questions, 
Table 1 reports on opinions which are 
unfavourable towards religious authority 
or the proportion of people with the more 
‘secular’ position on an issue. The analysis 
is based on the most recent EVS survey 
from 2008.

Views on the church
There are some very marked differences of 
view across the three groups. In general, as 
would be expected, religious individuals 
are least likely to hold views which are 
critical of religious authority or of the role 
of faith in politics and society. In contrast, 

the convinced atheists (albeit the smallest 
group at just 8% in 2008) are most likely 
to hold negative perceptions of religious 
authority and to support positions which 
tend to uphold a strict separation of church 
and state in public life. Those who are 
not religious (but do not go as far as to 
see themselves as atheist) tend to occupy 
positions in between the other two groups.

In relation to public confidence in the 
church, 37% of religious individuals say they 
do not have very much confidence or none at 
all, which increases markedly to 8-in-10 and 
(about) 9-in-10 of, respectively, non-religious 
people and convinced atheists. Non-religious 
individuals and atheists are also consistently 
more likely to perceive the church as not 
giving adequate answers to issues concerning 
spiritual needs and problems affecting 
morality, family and wider society.

Even so, a majority of religious 
individuals also think this is the case for 
social problems, and over two-fifths think 
similarly for moral and family problems. 
Majorities of the non-religious (58%) and 
of atheists (72%) agree that religious leaders 
should not influence government decisions, 
although nearly half of religious individuals 
(46%) also hold this view.

Table 1 Attitudes on religious-secular issues, by religious identity

Question Response item
Religious 
person

Not a 
religious 
person

Convinced 
atheist

Please look at this card and tell 
me, for each item listed, how 
much confidence you have in 
them. Is it a great deal, quite a 
lot, not very much or none at all: 
The Church

% Not very much or 
none at all 37 80 89

Generally speaking, do you think 
that your church is giving, in your 
country, adequate answers to …

Moral problems: 
% No

42 57 68

Family life problems: 
% No

44 59 68

Spiritual needs:  
% No

22 33 44

Social problems: 
% No

56 62 71

Politicians who do not believe in 
God are unfit for public office

% Strongly disagree 
or disagree

56 75 92

Religious leaders should not 
influence government decisions

% Strongly agree or 
agree

46 58 72

Books or films that attack religion 
should be allowed

% Definitely or 
probably yes

59 73 90

Allow religious dress for people 
who work with the public

% No 19 22 20

Source: Author’s analysis of EVS 2008 survey.
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Figure 2 Self-identification as a convinced atheist by socio-demographic group
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Views on religion in politics and 
society

The bottom half of Table 2 shows 
responses to four questions asking about 
the appropriate role of religion in politics 
and society, issues which recently both 
parliament and the judiciary have had to 
consider and legislate or adjudicate on. 
In relation to politicians who do not believe 
in God being unfit to hold public office, 
majorities in each group disagrees, although 
the size of the majorities are much more 
emphatic for the non-religious (75%) and 
convinced atheists (92%), compared to 56% 
of religious individuals.

Convinced atheists are most likely to 
agree that material with content that attacks 
religion should be allowed (90%), compared 
to 73% of the non-religious and 59% of 
religious individuals.

A clear exception to the general pattern 
of group responses in Table 1 can be 
seen for the final question: whether or 
not individuals working with the public 
should be permitted to wear religious 
dress. Responses vary little across each 
group. In each case, a minority (19%–22%) 
believes that such dress should not be allowed, 
perhaps because this issue is seen in the 
public mind as less to do with the rights 

and wrongs of the perceived institutional 
power and privilege of religious bodies 
in the public realm and more about the 
rights of freedom of conscience and the free 
expression of individuals.

Conclusion
As a growing group, the characteristics 
and attitudes of non-religious people — 
and particular subgroups such as atheists 
or agnostics — are clearly of considerable 
interest for scholars of religion. For Britain 
and other countries ‘in the midst of secular 
transition … the dominant trend in nearly 
all Western countries is the rise of non-
religion’ (Voas and McAndrew 2012).

The evidence presented in this article 
shows that while, overall, levels of self-
identification as atheist are generally low 
(and markedly lower than rising disbelief 
in God), they are increasing over time. 
There is also a clear social patterning of 
disbelief — it is more prevalent among men, 
the youngest in society and those who are 
more educated.

Not surprisingly, perhaps, atheists also 
hold distinctive views towards religious 
authority and the role of faith in the public 
sphere. Given the broader trends in religious 
belonging noted at the outset, as well as the 
emergence of the ‘new atheism’ movement, 
it is important to investigate further 

how such an identity informs social and 
political attitudes.
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T he term ‘culture’ can be used in quite 
ambiguous ways. In this article, 
culture is used in relation to visible 

or tangible things such as dress code and 
mannerisms, as well as values and beliefs 
within a social group. Correspondingly, 
‘sub-culture’ is part of a main culture, and 
hip hop culture is a sub-culture.

I want to examine hip hop culture in 
relation to women’s empowerment in the 
UK. My argument is heavily informed by a 
critical educational research project called 
‘Hiphopology for transformation’ (Bushay 
2011) and the film documentary Through the 
Lens of Hip Hop: UK Women (2014).

Historical context of hip hop 
culture
In the South Bronx, New York City, USA, 
during the 1970s post-industrial era, 
social systems were ineffective and the 
local infrastructure was at an all-time 

low. White communities fled the area 
(known as ‘white flight’) and ethnic 
minority groups remained, barely surviving 
(Rose  1994). The rise of drugs, crime and 
gangs in disenfranchised communities in 
disintegrating neighbourhoods meant local 
black people used the limited resources at 
their disposal in search of meaning for their 
lives (Chang 2005).

These circumstances resulted in the birth 
of a sub-culture known as hip hop. Hip hop 
culture was conceived using two turntables 
and a mixer to create a new version of 
the songs being played, using techniques 
known as looping and sampling. The culture 
evolved further when partygoers responded 
to the break-beats of this new sound 
through the development of new dances 
and raps. There are therefore sub-genres 
within rap/hip hop music. Rap/emcee is 
an element of hip hop culture. As in any 
other sub-culture there are attitudes and 

Silhouette Bushay
Hip hop is often described as misogynistic music.  
But is it a cultural form that can also empower women?

To answer the question raised in the title, 
Silhouette Bushay gives a brief introduction 
to the origins of hip hop culture, together 
with an explanation of its essential 
elements. She introduces readers to the 
ongoing debate about whether or not — 
and to what extent — hip hop culture 
is misogynistic. With the use of helpful 
examples, she shows how it is used by 
some women (and men) within hip hop 
culture to spread anti-sexist messages 
and, by women, to promote female 
empowerment. As well as being of general 
interest, this article is particularly useful for 
the topic of ‘Culture and identity’.

Signposts 

hip hop, culture, empowerment, identity

Key concepts Key concepts

Can hip hop 
empower 
women?
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behaviour patterns that are intrinsic to hip 
hop. These include expression, mannerisms 
and ways of doing things.

There are five traditional elements of 
hip hop:

 ■ emceeing (rapping)
 ■ deejaying (working the turntables)
 ■ break dancing (b-boying/b-girling)
 ■ graffiti painting (aerosol art)
 ■ knowledge of self and your community

Critiquing the critics
Hip hop became a vehicle for articulating 
the experiences, hopes and dreams of 
a community that has historically been 
impoverished, as well as promoting ‘peace, 
unity, love and having fun’ (Fricke and 
Ahearn 2002). Hip hop has also been used 
to raise political consciousness and a sense 
of wellbeing in communities (Bushay 2011).

However, in mainstream media hip hop 
has often been demonised as a deviant 
culture and considered to be the source 
of the moral decline of contemporary 
society. In part, this is due to violent, 
hyper-sexualised, sexist, misogynistic, 
homophobic and other unpleasant content 
present in some of the music, dance and hip 
hop, particularly gangsta rap (Rose 1994).

Critics of this media presentation claim 
that hip hop has been made a scapegoat for 
wider social problems: that the narratives 
present in hip hop are merely reflections 
of inequality and division in society 
today. Interestingly, there is what could 
be perceived as an inspirational counter-
narrative weaving through a lot of what is 
perceived to be negative hip hop imagery 
(Osumare 1999).

This correlates with common themes 
in hip hop stories, for example: working 
to relocate to more affluent residential 
areas (or  moving out of the hood/estate); 
decreasing material deprivation (e.g. 
purchasing cars, jewellery and designer 
clothing); gaining an education for social 
mobility; and commercial enterprise. 
Surprising elements of hip hop for some 
are its strong fashion focus and innovative 
entrepreneurship (Osumare 1999). These 
narratives resonate with and appeal to 
societies all around the world.

What has identity got to do with it?
Hip hop culture has become a global 
phenomenon across geographic, social 
class and racial borders. Although it is still 
deemed to be a product of black US culture, 
social identities in late-modern life are fluid, 

and are deconstructed and reconstructed 
through the experience of local and global 
processes. Hip hop can be a central feature 
of identity formation, no matter what one’s 
social background.

When she was interviwed for Through the 
Lens of Hip Hop: UK Women (2014), Sekai 
Mahoney, a PhD candidate from affluent 
Cambridge, noted that in the first instance, 
she was able to connect with hip hop due 
to the middle-class sentiments in the 
representation and lyrics of Kanye West and 
Common. In fact, Common comes from 
a middle-class background. Mahoney’s 
experience indicates that although one’s 
cultural identity will be influenced by one’s 
family history, other factors are also at play. 
It is not uncommon for a ‘hip hoppa’ or a 
‘hip hop head’ (synonymous for a person 
who is part of the hip hop community) to 
view hip hop as a key part of their identity.

Ethnicity is part of one’s identity as it 
defines a shared culture which extends 
to symbolic representations such as 

physical presentation, religion, rituals, 
art, food and clothing. ‘Race’ identity, by 
contrast, is inferred on the basis of exterior 
characteristics, such as skin hue, facial 
features and hair type — though so-called 
racial groups have many fewer biological 
differences than commonalities. Hip hop 
might be argued to be a symbolic form 
of resistance to racism, as can be heard 
when listening to artists such as Public 
Enemy, Lauren Hill and even more recently 
Kendrick Lamar.

Gender and hip hop
What about hip hop’s alleged sexism?

Early imagery
Since the early days of hip hop, women have 
been contributors to its cultural production, 
working alongside and competing with 

Old-school stars Monie Love and Queen 
Latifah, pictured backstage in 1989

HIP HOP CAN BE A CENTRAL 
FEATURE OF IDENTITY FORMATION
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other women and men. However, men 
have been the dominant force inside the 
hip hop industry since its inception and 
in much early hip hop imagery, women 
(particularly if they were a b-girl) did not 
subscribe to conventional gender norms 
and representations. They dressed in the 
sort of very practical clothing traditionally 
associated with masculinity, such as 
tracksuits and trainers (Rose 1994).

The mid-80s shift
A shift occurred in the mid-1980s, when 
hip hop became more of an industry. 
More  overtly sexual representations of 
women began to emerge (Morgan 1999). 
However, by the late 1980s moving into 
the 1990s, some US and UK female artists 
in the mainstream hip hop industry wrote 
lyrics that were empowering for women (and 
educational for both women and men).

Performers such as Queen Latifah and 
Monie Love dealt with themes around 
informed consent, healthy relationships 
with men and opposing domestic violence. 
Other empowering themes included positive 
body image and self-love — themes that were 
scarcely represented in dominant masculine 
narratives present in hip hop at that time.

Since then, male emcees such as Tupac 
Shakur, Mos Def and Talib Kweli have 
all contributed towards the ongoing 
dialogue between women and men in hip 
hop, by promoting anti-sexist attitudes 
towards women.

Present-day
Today, hyper-sexualised representations 
of women in hip hop images and lyrics 
might appear to have become hegemonic. 
Women interviewed for Through the Lens of 
Hip Hop: UK Women (2014) agreed that this 
representation of women in hip hop culture 
is problematic — women are being viewed 
as objects and performing for the male gaze. 
Further, female hip hop artist Pariz-1 (2014) 
stated that:

‘ I’ve been approached by labels before 
and the very first thing that any of 
them say to me is that I have to change 
the way I look, my image, this tomboy 
thing I’ve got going on… they have 
approached me and said they will 
change what I talk about in my raps.

 ’

MEN HAVE BEEN THE DOMINANT 
FORCE INSIDE THE HIP HOP 
INDUSTRY SINCE ITS INCEPTION

Hip hop has been heavily criticised on 
the basis of its over-sexualisation of women. 
However, some feminists have detected 
double standards here. After all, men are 
not subjected to the same level of public 
scrutiny. Moreover, this kind of sexualised 
representation is a choice for some women 
and it can be empowering. For example, 
emcee Lady Lykes performs a song called 
‘I Love My Butt’ but, for her, it celebrates and 
empowers ‘curvaceous’ women and younger 
girls who have been told by conventional 
and fashion media that they have the 
‘wrong’ body type.

The underground hip hop scene can 
also still be an enriching space for women. 
Representations there are much more 
nuanced than in the mainstream, ranging 
from the most sexualised expressions 
to de-sexualised oversized clothing, 
all of which play with the dominant 
representations of hip hop for both men and 
women from earlier periods and through 
to today.

Hip hop and women’s 
empowerment

When speaking to Stylinquents (a group 
of young women from the hip hop 
community in the UK) on the issue of 
representation, they agreed that hip hop 
is still a male-dominated industry. There 
are few opportunities for women and girls 
who wish to pursue a career in b-girling 
or other forms of dance associated with 
hip hop. Now hip hop has become a 
multi-billion dollar industry, can it still 
act as an effective voice for empowering 
marginalised people, including women?

As part of the film-making process for 
Through the Lens of Hip Hop: UK Women 
(2014), we used semi-structured interview 
techniques to ask questions to a sample 
of women ranging from approximately 
18 to 60 years old, from a range of ethnic 

Niki Minaj is known for her wigs and 
costumes and consciously plays with 
the portrayal of her sexuality on stage
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backgrounds. Did they find hip hop 
empowering for themselves?

Women’s empowerment here took many 
forms. For example, some women used hip 
hop for social action. Ladies First UK used 
an all-women live hip hop music event to 
raise funds for a national cancer charity. 
Some of the team members and artists are 
women who had members of their own 
family affected by breast cancer.

Philanthropic and charitable activities 
are actually quite common in the hip hop 
community, yet these are narratives about 
hip hop we seldom hear or see. With respect 
to self-empowerment, artists such as Pariz-
1, Stylinquents and Ronster BGR have 
all stated that hip hop has assisted them 
with anger management and coping with 
stress. For them, hip hop culture is both 
therapeutic and empowering.

Conclusion
Hip hop was conceived in an era and in 
urban spaces of destitution and despair, 
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There has been a great deal of research 
into the use of stop and search powers 
by the police in the UK, but very little 

research into the use of the specific power to 
strip search suspects. Strip searches involve 
the police requiring suspects to remove 
more than outer garments if there is reason 
to believe that they may be concealing 
something dangerous or incriminating.

Abuse of power?
Research by the BBC programme 5  Live 
Investigates in 2016 revealed that this 
power was being used frequently, but that 
statistics on its use were not being recorded 
systematically and that there were a 
number of examples where the power was 
apparently being abused. After a Freedom of 
Information request, only 13 police forces 
were able to provide statistics. However in 
those police force areas a total of 113,000 
strip searches had been carried out in the 

previous 3 years, with more than 5,000 
of these involving children who were 17 
or younger.

The 5 Live programme featured one 
12-year-old girl from south Wales who was 
strip searched by the police without good 
justification. She was required to remove 
all her clothes although neither she nor her 
mother, who was arrested at the same time, 
were found to have committed any offence. 
Her complaint against the police force was 
upheld and she received compensation of 
some £17,000.

Racial discrimination?
No official figures are kept on how many 
strip searches lead to convictions or on 
the social characteristics of those who are 
subject to this type of search. However, a 
study of strip searches in a single police 
station from 1999–2000 (Newburn, Shiner 
and Hayman 2004) found that even 

when other factors (e.g. the seriousness of 
offences) had been taken into account, strip 
searches were being used disproportionately 
against people of African-Caribbean origin. 
The possibility that this power is being used 
excessively and in a discriminatory way by 
some police forces suggests that it would be 
useful if further sociological research was 
carried out.
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Strip searches

Goldberg, A. (30 October 2016) ‘The girl 
who was strip-searched aged 12 by police’, 
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giving voice and hope to black communities. 
Yet common hip hop narratives centre on 
dominant black male identities, feeding into 
negative stereotypes about ‘race’ and gender 
that have existed for many centuries.

For some critics, hip hop and women’s 
empowerment are simply not compatible. 
But there is a counter-narrative here that 
has been framed as meaningful and 
empowering for women. Some women are 
able to identify hip hop as both educative 
and therapeutic. We  should therefore be 
wary of underestimating contributions to 
hip hop culture.
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Following the results of the EU referendum 
in the UK and the presidential election in the 
USA, there has been much discussion of the 
role in such political events played by social 
and online media. Are they really as influential 
as some suggest?

W ith billions of people signed up to and looking at 
Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram, Twitter and several 
other such popular sites, there is little doubt that social 

and web-based media are a powerful cultural force. However, the 
unexpected (by many) election victory of Donald Trump raised 
the question of whether these could also be a political force, with 
the power to sway political opinions and even affect important 
electoral results.

Social media groups are seen by some to be destabilising and 
replacing the traditional ways of doing things, including politics. 
In an interview on the American programme 60 Minutes, Donald 
Trump acknowledged that social media played a determining 
role in the presidential race. Many people also believe this, and 
have focused on the role of so-called ‘fake news’: false stories and 
allegations, particularly on Facebook, that may have persuaded 
some people to develop, or have confirmed, negative views against 
some candidates, particularly Hillary Clinton. Facebook founder 
Mark Zuckerberg does not accept this view. He said: ‘Personally, 
I think the idea that fake news — of which it’s a small amount of 
content — influenced the election is a pretty crazy idea.’

What is ‘fake news’?
As the name implies, these are ‘stories’ posted online and which are 
untrue. Some are so frankly ridiculous that for most people they 
are patently false (Hillary Clinton the leader of an underground 

The growing power of 
online and social media

 in the news 
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paedophile ring?), while others focus on various ‘conspiracy 
theories’, such as the US government concealing the truth about 
alien landings, the Kennedy assassination or the 9/11 attacks.

Some, however, which appear to have had some influence, 
particularly during the presidential election, are more pernicious, 
such as the story claiming that President Obama is a foreign-born 
Muslim. Despite all the evidence to the contrary, so-called ‘birthers’ 
still cling to this belief, claiming that this made him ineligible to 
hold the office of president.

Following widely expressed concerns about the possible effects of 
fake news, in November 2016 both Facebook and Google announced 
that they had altered their advertising policies to prohibit sites that 
traffic in fake news from making money from lies. So, where do fake 
news stories come from? There is, of course, no single source. In an 
article for the Guardian newspaper in November 2016, Hannah Jane 
Parkinson said that some were created by teenagers in Macedonia 
with the explicit aim of making money — their stories were just 
‘catering to demand’. Many, however, come from groups that are 
now called the ‘alt right’, and are expressly political in motivation.

What is the ‘alt right’?
The term, short for ‘alternative right’, is used to describe various 
groups of the right and far right that reject mainstream conservatism. 
They are usually white nationalists or white supremacists, and 
are against immigration and multiculturalism, and many of their 
postings are Islamophobic, homophobic and anti-Semitic.

One of the leading figures in the movement, Richard Spencer, 
is a keen supporter of Donald Trump, and is angry at what he sees 
as unfair treatment of Trump by the media. He increasingly refers 
to mainstream media as ‘Lugenpresse’, which is German for ‘lying 
press’. The term was used by the Nazis and has been adopted by 
the German far-right to describe press reports of the refugee crisis, 
among other things. Alt right members frequently post stories on 
Twitter and Facebook, and they also spread their messages on sites 
such as 4chan and 8chan. These stories are sometimes taken up by 
other right-leaning groups, and are shared again and again on social 
media sites.

Post fact
In an article in the New York Times in November 2016, journalist 
Farhad Manjoo considered why it can be hard to tell the difference 
between lies and the truth. In a book he wrote in 2008, he claimed 
that the internet would bring about a ‘post fact’ age. He believes that 
this is now the case, claiming that if one studies the dynamics of 
how information now moves online, most things conspire against 
the truth. Why is this?

Echo chamber
People are faced with a vast number of sources from which to 
gain information. As psychologists and other social scientists have 
shown, when confronted with diverse information, people rarely act 
in a rational manner. We are all influenced by our preconceptions 
and biases, and we usually do what feels most comfortable; namely 
we choose the information that conforms to these, and reject those 
things that do not. With social media and web-based news, we 
have ultimate control — we do away with something we don’t like 
or with which we disagree, click on something more pleasing to 
us, and then share it with our like-minded social networks. This 
creates a so-called ‘echo chamber’ in which our views are shared 

and fed back to us. Facebook data scientists disagree with this 
proposition. They claim that by exposing you to more people and 
ideas, Facebook adds diversity to your news diet.

Selective truth
Research is being conducted into these issues. A study published 
in 2015 by researchers at the IMT School for Advanced Studies in 
Lucca, Italy, found that homogeneous online networks (those with 
like-minded people) helped conspiracy theories grow and persist. 
One of the authors of the report, Walter Quattrociocchi, said of such 
online networks: ‘This creates an ecosystem in which the truth value 
of the information doesn’t matter. All that matters is whether the 
information fits your narrative.’

Research has also shown that two people can look at the same 
information — a picture, video or document — and develop 
very different views regarding what it shows. An example of this 
selective interpretation of information was demonstrated during 
the American presidential election campaign when publicity was 
given to Donald Trump’s Access Hollywood video, in which he 
casually admitted to groping women. Surveys showed that many 
Trump supporters saw this as just ‘locker room talk’, while many 
of his opponents saw clear evidence of misogyny and were shocked 
and appalled.

Demonstration outside Trump Soho 
Hotel, New York, November 2016
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Does nobody check the facts?
Actually, there are many sites that routinely check online material 
for lies and inaccuracies, but they have proved largely ineffectual 
against the sheer volume of fake stories and lies. Caitlin Dewey, a 
reporter at the Washington Post, started a column in 2014 headed 
‘What was fake on the internet this week?’. She ended the column at 
the end of 2015, because she didn’t think that she was convincing 
anyone. She said: ‘In many ways the debunking just reinforced the 
sense of alienation or outrage that people feel about the topic, and 
ultimately you’ve done more harm than good.’

However, Brooke Binkowski, managing editor of Snopes.com, one 
of the internet’s earliest fact-checking sites, feels that the endeavour is 
still worth it: ‘There’s always more work to be done. We’re all pushing 
that boulder up the hill, only to see it roll down again.’

What gives social media networks their power?
A look at some statistics on social media shows just how wide-
reaching they are. As much as a quarter of the world’s population 
now has a Facebook account. In October 2016 the company 
reported that about 1.8 billion people now log on every month. 
Mark  Zuckerberg claimed that Facebook was responsible for 
2 million people registering to vote in the US presidential election. 
In Britain, almost half the population (more than 33 million 
people) use Facebook every month.

Social media have become an important source for news. Recent 
research by the Pew organisation showed that 62% of all Americans 
get their news from social media. In the UK, social media as a 
source of news has outstripped television among 18–24-year-olds, 
with 28% of this group using social media as their main news 
source, as against 24% citing television.

This gives social media news a far greater reach than any print 
news publications. Similarly, through the sharing of news stories 
on social media, a particular story can gain importance extremely 
quickly. But are we influenced by the source of our news stories?

The Facebook experiment
In June 2014 news emerged that Facebook had conducted a 
psychology experiment on almost 700,000 users without their 
knowledge. The news feeds of these users were manipulated so that 
people received feeds with either abnormally high or abnormally 
low emotional posts. The research showed that those receiving more 
positive comments posted more positive comments themselves, 
and vice versa. Following the publication of the findings, Facebook 
received a great deal of adverse criticism, and admitted that they 
should have ‘done things differently’. However, the research did 
indicate that people’s emotional reactions could be influenced by 
the type of news feed and comments to which they were exposed.

However, it isn’t just news stories that give social media 
their importance.

Social media and social movements
There are several examples of progressive social movements 
powered by the internet. Examples include the Green Revolution 
in Iran, the Arab Spring in the Middle East and the Occupy 
and #BlackLivesMatter protests in the USA and elsewhere. 
However,  web-powered social movements take many forms and 
cover many shades of political opinion. Daesh has used social 
networks to recruit jihadists to fight in Syria; there is the alt-right 
movement in the USA; and the hacker collectives of Eastern Europe 
and Russia. There is little doubt that some of these movements could 
bring about huge social changes, with unpredictable consequences.

Clay Shirky, professor at New York University who has studied 
the effects of social networks, shows how these enable like-minded 
people to make contact with each other. He has pointed out that 
before social networks, people, especially those with extreme views, 
had little idea of how many others shared those views. Now these 
people can see that they are not alone in their views and can 
take action: create memes, publications and websites which further 

Mark Zuckerberg’s Facebook page
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spread and bolster their ideas, and can break into the mainstream. 
Political figures such as Donald Trump and Nigel Farage can then 
tap into those views — often with significant results.

Social media and the Overton Window
The Overton Window (sometimes called ‘the window of discourse’) 
is a concept arising from a theory developed by American researcher 
Joseph P. Overton in the mid-1990s. It refers to the range of policies 
and ideas that politicians and the mainstream media think that 
voters in a particular society will find acceptable. Any policies 
falling outside the window will be out of step with public opinion.

Social networks have shown that they have the power to shift 
the Overton Window, mainly to the right. From about the 1980s 
until the very recent past, it was considered unwise for politicians 
to express views that appeared racist, sexist or homophobic. 
However, the expression of such views on social media sites, views 
shared by large numbers of people, changed that. Social media can 
manipulate public opinion so that ideas previously considered too 
radical to be mainstream begin to seem acceptable.

In the UK, there is little doubt that UKIP shifted the Overton 
Window to the right, allowing — forcing? — the mainstream 
parties to formulate harsher policies on issues such as immigration, 
benefits and our relationship with the EU. UKIP tapped into many 
of the concerns and fears of some voters, particularly of the white 
working class. Again, in the USA, many poorer blue-collar workers 
and those who felt that their concerns were being ignored by 
elitist, out-of-touch politicians found a voice on social media, and 
ultimately, in Donald Trump.

How significant is Breitbart?
Breitbart News is a right-wing news and opinion website founded 
in 2007 by entrepreneur Andrew Breitbart. Its main themes appeal 
directly to the concerns of its right-wing supporters, and attack ‘big 
government’, ‘big Hollywood’ and ‘big journalism’. It is vehemently 
anti-liberal and anti-‘political correctness’. Its critics accuse it of also 
being racist and misogynistic.

Breitbart died of a heart attack in 2012, and Steve Bannon 
became executive chairman. Under his leadership, Breitbart 
campaigned strongly for Donald Trump throughout the presidential 
campaign, and Steve Bannon has now been appointed by the 
president to be his chief of strategy, making him a key figure in 
White House communications.

Breitbart has been described as ‘the voice of the angry right’ 
and a former editor has dubbed it ‘Trump Pravda’. It has become 
increasingly successful. Its US audience has more than doubled from 
7.4 million users in September 2014 to 17 million in September 
2016, making it the most widely read conservative website in 
the USA. Though these figures are much smaller than those for 
the Washington Post and New York Times, indications are that they 
continue to increase. The site already has outposts in London, 
Jerusalem, Los Angeles and Texas, tripling its staff, and has plans 
to expand into Germany and also France, where it is expected to 
support Marine Le Pen’s Front National.

Breitbart has been heavily criticised for some of its headlines, 
which include ‘Birth control makes women unattractive and crazy’ 
and ‘Would you rather your child had feminism or cancer?’. It is not 
clear how Breitbart is funded. As a private company, it does not have 
to reveal the names of its investors. However, it has been speculated 
that it has been funded by Robert Mercer, a hedge-fund manager 

who founded the data firm Cambridge Analytics, which worked for 
the Leave EU campaign as well as Trump’s.

What about the UK?
Key figures at Breitbart are connected to the UK Independence Party. 
Just days after the results of the American presidential election, 
Nigel Farage visited Trump Tower in New York — the first British 
politician to meet the president-elect. With him was the London 
editor of Breitbart News, Raheem Kassam, a former aide to Farage.

It also appears that social media had an important role in the EU 
referendum. Using data from CrowdTangle, a social media analysis 
firm that has a partnership with Facebook, the New York Times 
ranked Facebook pages that had the most people who liked, shared 
or commented on posts around the term ‘European Union’ over a 
30-day period before the referendum. Seven of the top 20 pages, 
including the top two, were explicitly Brexit. Collectively, the seven 
pages produced more than 1.3 million interactions. Only two pages 
were associated with the Remain campaign, and these accounted 
for just under 150,000 interactions. One of the Leave EU backers 
was UKIP donor Arron Banks, who also accompanied Nigel Farage 
to Trump Tower.

Vyacheslav Polonski, a researcher at the Oxford Internet Institute, 
conducted a study of the Brexit campaign on Instagram, analysing 
the activities of over 15,000 users who engaged in the referendum 
debate. He found that Brexit supporters dominated the debate, and 
were more effective in using the site to mobilise people across the 
country. He said: ‘They also tend to be more passionate, active and 
outspoken in their online behaviour’ and pointed out that they 
generated almost five times as many posts as their opponents.

Conclusion
The power of social media and the resulting social networks is 
impossible to quantify. However, there is little doubt that they 
are hugely influential and instrumental in bringing together 
people with like-minded views. Throughout the world there are 
people who are dissatisfied with their government and with their 
own position in society. Social media sites have the power to 
bring these people together, with unpredictable and potentially 
world-changing consequences.
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What does it 
mean?

Post-feminism describes a new way of thinking about gender identities and relationships. Its supporters are critical of the so-called 
‘second-wave feminism’ of the 1960s to 1980s, and also of aspects of ‘third-wave feminism’, generally thought to cover the early 1990s 
to the present day. Post-feminists criticise earlier feminist movements for excluding some groups of women, such as women of colour 
and women in the developing world. In turn, post-feminism has itself been criticised for doing away with the idea of a ‘movement’ with 
which women could identify and from which they could gain support.

Why is it 
important?

The term ‘feminism’ is complex and includes different ideologies. Following the advances made in some countries in terms of greater 
(though not complete) equality between the sexes in the spheres of paid work, domestic work and childcare, many younger women 
began to think that feminist ideology was irrelevant. Both third-wave and post-feminist proponents seek to show that this is far from 
the case, and that feminist ideologies remain extremely important to the lives of all women.

However, post-feminists criticise the view that there is only one way to be ‘feminist’, and focus on the many different ways that 
women can construct their identity, of which ‘gender’ is only one. Their emphasis is on ideas of ‘empowerment’ and ‘liberation’ from 
old ideas about what it is to be a woman (or a man).

What issues 
and debates 
surround  
this topic?

 ■ Is there still a need for some kind of ‘movement’ to enable women to achieve parity with men — for example, in terms of equal pay 
or access to positions of power?

 ■ Should women still strive to achieve gender equality?
 ■ Despite growing knowledge and acceptance of different gender identities, for example GLBT, how easy is it to live in society with a 

‘different’ gender identity?

How can I  
check I have 
understood 
this concept?

 ■ Use your textbooks, class notes and reputable internet sites to learn more about feminist movements.
 ■ Make notes of each type, identifying key writers and jotting down brief ‘key sayings’ that you could use in an exam.
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