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CENTRAL ANALYTICAL ISSUES IN THE 

GENERATION OF CUMULATIVE SOCIOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

 

The growth of theories, methodologies, and substantive/empirical areas in sociology has not led to 

consensus about what sociology is or how to generate cumulative knowledge. Recourse to general or 

“grand” theories, conceptual frameworks, and methodological advances has not proven noticeably 

helpful in resolving this situation. Suggesting an alternative strategy, this paper delineates nine 

analytical issues central to “doing” sociology. The authors contend that systematic attention to these 

issues will increase the generation of cumulative sociological knowledge. 
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CENTRAL ANALYTICAL ISSUES IN THE 

GENERATION OF CUMULATIVE SOCIOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE 

 

Despite the considerable growth of theories, methodologies, and substantive/empirical areas over the 

last 100 years, there remains a lack of consensus about what sociology is or how to generate cumulative 

knowledge (Tindall 2000; Snow 1999; Turner 1994). This point is highlighted by even a cursory review 

of major theoretical, conceptual, and methodological advances (e.g., Alexander 1982; Coleman 1990; 

Elliott 1999; Freese 1972; Gibbs 1972; Giddens 1984; Giddens and Turner 1987; Habermas 1984, 1987; 

Hage 1994; Harding 1991; Homans 1964; Merton 1968; Mills 1959; Parsons 1968; Parsons and Smelser 

1956; Rule 1997; Smith-Lovin 1999; Stinchcombe 1968; Wagner 1985; Weber 1978; Wilson 1975). One 

alternative approach is to focus on central issues bearing on sociological theory and research. 

Adopting this strategy, we delineate nine analytical issues that touch on foundational aspects of 

“doing” sociology: (1) the nature and use of theory; (2) integration of findings from diverse 

substantive/empirical areas; (3) comparison of findings from different units of analysis; (4) 

conceptualization and operationalization of dependent variables; (5) use of independent and control 

variables; (6) causation; (7) creation and use of data; (8) development and use of diverse and increasingly 

complex methodologies; and (9) implicit or explicit use of criteria for evaluating sociological studies. 

We contend that attention to these issues will promote more effective communication among 

sociologists. As a result, researchers will be led to make more appropriate comparisons among diverse 

bodies of research, explore new ideas, and synthesize existing research. By systematically articulating the 

analytical underpinnings of their theories, sociologists will create a body of work more conducive to 

generating cumulative knowledge rather than an accumulation of disparate sets of theories and facts. 

 

ANALYTICAL ISSUES AND CUMULATIVE KNOWLEDGE 

 

Within sociology, there are many central issues that need to be addressed but all too frequently are 
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not (Tindall 2000). The failure to address them can undermine attempts among sociologists to 

communicate effectively with one another. For example, if investigators disagree about the “proper” 

units of analysis (e.g., whether the only “meaningful” unit of analysis is individuals), there likely will be 

considerable disagreement about the importance or relevance of “findings.” The unit-of-analysis issue is 

not unique to sociology. For example, marine biologists may attempt not only to explain why, among all 

fish, some develop a certain kind of disease, but also to explain why there is variation among coastal 

regions in the rate of the same kind of disease. As with social phenomena, the findings from one unit of 

analysis (e.g., all fish) may not be generalizable to others (e.g., coastal regions). Moreover, for sociology 

or any science, “paradigm” shifts can occur to change views about the proper unit(s) of analysis (Kuhn 

1970; Lynch and Bogen 1997; Rule 1997). This issue is, however, but one of many, explored in greater 

depth below, that confront sociologists in their attempts to generate cumulative knowledge. 

The notion of “cumulative knowledge” can refer to different processes or outcomes (Tindall 2000). 

For example, it can refer to an accumulation of facts and “middle-range” theories (Merton 1968) or to a 

derivation or classification of existing facts and theories under a broader theoretical framework (Parsons 

1968). Cumulative knowledge here refers to the development of facts and theories so as to allow for their 

comparison and potential integration with other facts and theories. The basis for comparison and 

integration may be based on logical or otherwise defensible or meaningful criteria of evaluation. From 

this perspective, progress is measured by the extent to which research encourages appropriate 

comparisons and integration with other research and thus more accurate statements about what is or is 

not known about various aspects of social life. 

This idea is similar to suggesting that general theories should be capable of subsuming less general 

theories (Blalock 1989). Here, however, the emphasis is on delineating ways that comparison and 

integration can proceed. To return to the earlier example, sociologists use diverse units of analysis (e.g., 

individuals, families, businesses, schools, counties, cities, states, countries), yet comparisons frequently, 

and mistakenly, according to Firebaugh (1980), are made across studies as if differences in units of 

analysis are irrelevant. In short, the notion of cumulative knowledge we promote suggests that if 
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sociologists are clearer about what exactly constituted sociological research and appropriate bases for 

comparison, integration, and evaluation, then the resulting knowledge will be more cumulative, even if 

this means a greater number of theories, facts, or new ideas. 

What, though, are these bases for comparison, integration, and evaluation? They ultimately must 

come from common understandings and agreements among sociologists about key dimensions involved 

in “doing” sociology. Absent a more apt terminology, we label them “analytical issues.” These issues 

necessarily bear on epistemological debates about science and knowledge. Our focus, however, is 

avowedly pragmatic. We aim not to defend a particular epistemology (e.g., science vs. non-science) but 

to highlight issues that confront sociologists in their day-to-day research and yet frequently are 

unacknowledged. 

 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

 

Figure 1 presents the framework for organizing the discussion of each of nine analytical issues that 

are basic to conducting sociological research. The issues are arranged to emphasize the idea that the goal 

of sociological research activities, represented by the first set of issues, is the understanding of social 

phenomena, including the generation of theories and findings that apply across diverse units of analysis. 

By contrast, the second set of issues represents the mechanics of specifying theoretical relationships, and 

the third represents the attempt to develop and empirically test sociological theories. Overlying these 

dimensions is the broader issue of using criteria to assess the quality and limits of sociological research. 

The arrangement of the issues and their groupings is not meant to suggest that any one activity is 

more important than another. Indeed, because the different issues are linked to activities or dimensions 

implicitly or explicitly involved in all social scientific research, each is critical. As studies of the history 

of science show (e.g., Kuhn 1970; Merton 1968), the generation of scientific understanding rarely 

proceeds in a simple inductive or deductive manner or through any one approach to research. Rather, 

considerable insight may emerge from such activities as focusing on measures of key concepts and 
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constructs, becoming immersed in a local culture, developing more sophisticated methodological 

techniques, or synthesizing different theoretical perspectives. In each instance, there is enormous 

potential for a specific research activity to have ramifications for theoretical, substantive, 

methodological, and other domains. 

Extending the above insight, we assume that these different issues are interrelated. For example, 

theories frequently imply specific units of analysis and causal models. Similarly, systematic data 

exploration (measurement, validity, reliability, and so forth) can lead to development of unique 

methodological strategies. However, it also can lead to the development of theories, either directly 

through unanticipated insight, as Merton (1968) has shown, or indirectly through consideration of 

particular modeling decisions (see Jasso 2000). The double-sided arrows between the different issues and 

groupings are used to indicate these types of interrelationships. 

Our primary argument is that cumulative sociological knowledge may be generated by addressing 

systematically and explicitly each of the analytical issues depicted in the figure and discussed below. To 

further our argument, we provide brief, suggestive accounts of a range of central analytical issues rather 

than in-depth accounts of a few. This allows us to highlight the broader concern of identifying different 

ways in which cumulative knowledge might be generated. 

How does addressing these issues increase the development of cumulative knowledge? First, we view 

cumulative knowledge as reflecting a process of effective communication among researchers, appropriate 

comparisons among diverse bodies of research, and the creation and synthesis of new ideas and insights. 

When the process of conducting research involves effective communication, then the likelihood of 

creating cumulative knowledge increases. We contend that a failure to address core analytical issues 

contributes to error, misunderstanding, and ineffective communication. Unfortunately, apart from 

isolated treatments of specific issues, few articles in leading journals reveal even a passing familiarity 

with these issues. Thus, even modest progress in addressing them would advance sociology considerably. 

Second, by extension, explicit treatment of central analytical issues provides a comparative reference 

by which to evaluate the relevance and contribution of any given study (for a similar approach, see Gibbs 
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1997). These issues do not represent an ultimate criterion of scientific merit; rather, they form a 

foundation on which most sociological studies must ultimately rest. 

Third, we contend that much of the debate between so-called “positivist” and “antipositivist” 

researchers might be alleviated, or at least clarified, by reference to the different issues. As we discuss 

below, many arguments in this debate rest upon mistaken assumptions about how research of one kind 

bears on research of another. Attempts by both types of researchers to address the different analytical 

issues may facilitate more effective communication about actual points of disagreement. In the process, 

we anticipate that many putative disagreements likely will subside, while other more fundamental ones 

may remain or emerge. In either event, cumulative knowledge proceeds from the emergence of a 

language or set of criteria that enables more effective dialogue to occur. 

Finally, attention to the different analytical issues can help researchers to identify gaps in existing 

research and to explore new avenues of inquiry, which are necessary steps to developing theories that can 

adequately encompass a broad array of social phenomena. Indeed, it is by systematically addressing such 

issues that some sociologists have been able to construct such theories (see, e.g., Berger 2000). 

 

CENTRAL ANALYTICAL ISSUES 

 

1. THE NATURE AND USE OF THEORY 

 

Although central to sociology, probably the least agreed upon issue among sociologists is the nature 

and use of theory (see Berger and Zelditch 1993, 1997; Tindall 2000). Theories make sense of existing 

“facts” and provide opportunities for creating new “facts” by identifying phenomena (e.g., social 

inequality, suicide rates, and economic systems) that otherwise might go undetected. The centrality of 

theory is, however, belied by much sociological practice. For example, as Merton (1968) demonstrated, 

statements about empirical associations frequently are presented as theories. Moreover, discussion of 

these associations frequently is confined to specific empirical variables (e.g., to “x” and “y”) rather than 
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to explaining the links between these variables and the more general theoretical constructs they 

presumably reflect (i.e., to “x” and “y” as manifestations of “X” and “Y”). 

A common approach involves the use of general theoretical statements to guide research. For 

example, a sociologist might view conflict as a central notion and thus believe that it can “explain” all 

social phenomena. However, as Gibbs (1972) and others (e.g., Berger and Zelditch 1993) have 

emphasized, such approaches are severely limited because frequently they make no reference to criteria 

of deduction and definitions of key concepts, let alone what would be viewed as acceptable data, 

measures, or tests. 

By contrast, some sociologists advocate for middle-range theories (e.g., Merton 1968). Although this 

approach avoids some of the problems with use of general theoretical statements, it provides little 

guidance for understanding when and how various sociological findings and “middle-range” theories can 

be compared or integrated into more general theories. 

Other approaches involve reference to categories of sociological theory (e.g., “functionalist” or 

“structuralist”) or to “grand” theorizing. However, such categories frequently obscure rather than clarify 

what is meant by “theory,” and as some have observed, obscure even more the particular theories 

comprising a given category (see Blalock 1989; Merton 1968). In addition, “grand theories” (e.g., 

Parsons and Smelser 1956) not only have been less than successful empirically, but they also have met 

with considerable and ongoing resistance from sociologists (e.g., Mills 1959; Paige 1999). Consequently, 

as Freese (1972) observed, they have done little to inform sociological research. 

It is not evident how to transcend different views of theory. However, failure to do so can only result 

in an ever-growing stock of theories and facts that defy comparison, integration, or evaluation, an insight 

noted by many who have studied scientific progress (e.g., Parsons 1968; Rule 1997; Wagner 1985). One 

possible strategy, illustrated by Berger and Zelditch (1993), Gibbs (1989) and others (e.g., Hage 1994, 

Kamps and Pólos 1999), is to employ formal theoretical methods. 

Proponents of formal theory argue that formalization is necessary if we are to not be misled by our 

everyday ideas of how the world works. A riddle used by Ludwig Wittgenstein with his students (see 
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Malcolm 1958) illustrates the point. Assume that a cord is stretched around the earth’s equator and then 

thirty-six inches of additional cord is added. How far off the surface of the earth will the cord rise 

(assuming it rises proportionally at all points)? The intuitive response is that the distance must be 

infinitesimal. But in fact, the cord rises approximately six inches, just as it would if the sphere were a 

soccer ball rather than the earth. The formula for changes in the radius of a sphere shows why: R2-R1 = 

[(C+k)/2π] - [C/2π] = k/2π = k/6.28, where R2 and R1 represent the new and initial radius, respectively, C 

represents the initial circumference, k represents the addition to C, and π represents a constant (3.14). As 

the last part of the formula demonstrates (R2-R1 = k/6.28), the change in radius due to enlarging the 

circumference by k is independent of the initial circumference of any sphere. 

Because intuition of the type described above frequently can lead researchers astray, those who 

advocate formal theory focus on the benefits of constructing hypotheses that lend themselves to formal 

and explicit derivation and falsification. They argue that formal theory can help avoid misleading or ad 

hoc assertions that somehow “flow” from general sociological notions or concepts. However, as recent 

critiques demonstrate (e.g., Elliott 1999), it remains unclear whether this approach can in fact resolve the 

wide range of theoretical and substantive issues in sociology or whether it is superior to a discursive 

theoretical approach. 

The problem is not that there are different views of theory, but rather that few theories systematically 

and explicitly articulate their analytical underpinnings or the criteria by which they should be evaluated. 

The result is considerable confusion and miscommunication: The basic premises of theories are 

misunderstood or misapplied; inappropriate comparisons to other theories are made; and opportunities 

for synthesizing theories along key dimensions are missed. From this perspective, a solution to improving 

communication among sociologists is to identify appropriate comparisons among diverse bodies of 

research and to generate new avenues of research and insight. One way to promote such endeavors is to 

provide clearer and more explicit articulation of central analytical issues, including criteria of evaluation, 

underlying all sociological research. 
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2. INTEGRATION OF FINDINGS FROM DIVERSE SUBSTANTIVE/EMPIRICAL AREAS 

 

The substantive/empirical areas addressed by sociologists have burgeoned enormously over time. No 

longer is the focus limited to such broad areas as the emergence of capitalism, development and types of 

law and authority, social cohesion, and the like. Rather, these broad areas largely have been supplanted 

by a wide range of narrower areas, such as stratification, social control, interaction, health, education, 

crime, deviance, and inequality, with each having its own ever-increasing sub-areas of inquiry. The 

proliferation of sub-areas “would not constitute a serious intellectual problem if we had a series of 

reasonably general theories for which such a wide variety of applications could be shown to be special 

cases” (Blalock 1994, p. 135). Yet, clearly this is not so, either within or across areas. 

Thus, a critical unanswered question is this: How are these narrower areas — or, more accurately, 

sociological theories and research about these areas — related? Investigation of increasingly narrower 

areas of inquiry may lead to the generation of in-depth area-specific knowledge, but inattention to how 

this knowledge is or can be linked across areas reduces the possibility of discerning broader underlying 

patterns. How, for example, are sociological studies of mental illness related, if at all, to studies of 

community-based social activism, gender and racial gaps in wages, the explosion of health maintenance 

organizations in the 1990s, or the impact of welfare reform on diverse populations? 

The question itself reflects sociologists’ struggle to designate “the unity of [their] object” (Luhmann 

1999). Yet, unless attempts are made to identify this “unity,” the result is likely to be an unending 

generation of descriptive empirical findings with little relevance to general sociological understanding. 

Weber (1978, p. 19) wrestled with this issue years ago in distinguishing sociology from history: 

We [take] it for granted that sociology seeks to formulate type concepts and generalized uniformities 

of empirical process. This distinguishes it from history, which is oriented to the causal analysis and 

explanation of individual actions, structures, and personalities. 

From this perspective, the challenge for sociologists is to identify general patterns that transcend 

culturally and temporally-specific empirical description. 
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In the past, it might have been argued that sociological studies were related by a common conceptual 

framework, such as those promoted by Parsons and Smelser (1956) or, more generally, by some common 

sociological perspective, such as functionalism or a conflict perspective (see Merton 1968; Mills 1959; 

Wallace and Wolf 1999). But, as Blalock (1989) suggested, the recent trend in sociology has been away 

from unified conceptual or theoretical frameworks and toward area-specific concepts and theories. 

One alternative approach is to explore underlying patterns within units of analysis. For example, 

although the causal processes leading to individual instances of rape and burglary may differ, these 

processes may be similar among aggregate units, such as cities or states. By comparing city or state-level 

studies of rape and burglary, it may be possible to identify common patterns and social processes 

underlying the two seemingly different phenomena. A similar strategy is to apply a particular theory to a 

diverse range of empirical phenomena to identify those that can and cannot be explained by the theory. 

For example, most tests of Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) general theory of crime have focused on 

whether it accounts for the occurrence of specific types of offenses (see, e.g., Pratt and Cullen 2000). But 

it might be more fruitful to assess the extent to which the theory accounts for a broader range of 

phenomena, and then to ask why it explains some but not others. Another strategy involves the use of 

meta-analysis (Rossi, Freeman, and Lipsey 1999) as a means by which to assess whether a core set of 

findings in fact can be identified within or across a body of research. Still another is to apply principles 

of typology and taxonomy (Bailey 1994) to a diverse range of areas to discern potential similarities 

across the areas. Such strategies may not be the best nor even applicable to certain types of questions, but 

they highlight possible avenues for facilitating communication within and across diverse research areas. 

These types of approaches may lead to the discovery of broader sociological patterns that otherwise 

might go undetected and that, in turn, may lead to the generation of cumulative knowledge. 

 

3. COMPARISON OF FINDINGS FROM DIFFERENT UNITS OF ANALYSIS 

 

It is relatively common among sociologists to favor implicitly or explicitly one unit of analysis over 
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another, as when an investigator asserts that all sociological phenomena can be adequately understood 

only by reference to the characteristics of individuals. Just as commonly, sociologists generalize results 

from one unit of analysis to another. So if there is a negative relationship among individuals between 

socioeconomic status and level of education, that relationship might be believed to hold among aggregate 

units (e.g., countries) as well. However, there is no logical or mathematical basis for assuming that 

individuals are the “proper” unit of analysis1 or that findings from one unit of analysis necessarily 

generalize to other units. 

The issue goes beyond a comparison of individual-level (“micro”) and aggregate-level (“macro”) 

units (see, e.g., Giesen et al. 1987; Huber 1991; Pescosolido and Rubin 2000). Rather, it has to do, more 

generally, with comparisons of lower versus higher levels of aggregation, such as individuals compared 

to families or cities compared to states or countries (Liska 1990). The issue is not just that aggregation of 

data may lead to biased estimates for lower-level (less aggregated) units of analysis (Firebaugh 1978), 

but that different levels of aggregation may reflect fundamentally different phenomena (Lieberson 1985; 

Parsons 1968). For example, the causes of intra-country variation in inequality may be different than the 

causes of inter-country variation (Firebaugh 1999). Similarly, Land, Cantor, and Russell (1995, p. 57) 

have observed in cross-sectional and time-series studies of the relationship between unemployment and 

crime that “the key effect of aggregation bias pertains to the meaning of the unemployment rate at 

different analytic levels” (emphasis in original). 

Clarity about such possibilities can help researchers better delimit the generalizability of their 

theories and studies. It also can facilitate exploration of avenues of investigation that might not be 

considered. For example, researchers have identified a wide range of variation in the occurrence of 

homicide at different units of analysis (e.g., among individuals, the married vs. nonmarried, racial/ethnic 

groups, states, countries). By attempting to develop theories that transcend such units of analysis (see, 

e.g., Gibbs 1989), it may be possible to develop theories that can be applied successfully to other 

phenomena. 
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4. CONCEPTUALIZATION AND OPERATIONALIZATION OF DEPENDENT VARIABLES 

 

When studying a specific topic, sociologists typically identify relevant concepts that then can be 

described by reference to measurable phenomena (e.g., education and income as measures of 

socioeconomic status). However, the dependent variable in research frequently is accepted at face value 

as a phenomenon to be explained rather than as a manifestation of a more general phenomenon of 

theoretical relevance — that is, the researcher focuses on the measure rather than the construct that the 

measure is supposed to represent. For example, there are many studies that use specific measures of 

racism, but, as Bonilla-Silva (1996) emphasized, these studies rarely address the broader issue of what 

racism is or represents or how it reflects or constitutes some more general aspect of society, behavior, 

action, or practice. By contrast, Durkheim’s study of suicide, which frequently is hailed as an example of 

how to “do” sociology (Merton 1968), focused on the suicide rate as a measure of more general 

phenomena (e.g., social control) and not simply as a social “fact” unto itself to be explained. 

This issue assumes more importance given, as Blalock (1989) has observed, an increasing tendency 

among investigators to “disaggregate” their dependent variables (see, e.g., Williams and Flewelling 

1988). By disaggregation, we mean the examination of specific subsets of dependent variables within 

broader sets (e.g., rates of depression for specific age groups rather than the rate of depression for all age 

groups). The logical outcome of this tendency, especially in the absence of theoretical bases for 

disaggregation, is a continuous growth in the number of “facts” to be explained, with little or no attention 

to how these “facts” may be linked (see critiques in Blalock 1994; Merton 1968). 

Lack of theorizing about dependent variables — that is, focusing on what the more general constructs 

are that our dependent variables measure and then developing explanatory accounts about these 

constructs — has the unfortunate consequence of generating more “facts” while forestalling 

identification of connections among them. Conversely, extensive theorizing about particular (subsets of) 

dependent variables may create an impression that distinctly unique phenomena are being considered. To 

illustrate the limitations of a related approach, consider the tremendous attention given to distinguishing 
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between “consensus” versus “conflict” and “order” versus “disorder” theories (Wallace and Wolf 1999), 

as if fundamentally different dependent variables were being considered. This is, however, essentially a 

nondistinction: To identify the causes of consensus or order, one must identify the causes of conflict or 

disorder (see Gould). 

The lack of theorizing about dependent variables also gives rise to a misleading impression that 

certain phenomena can teach us more about social life simply because they represent important social 

problems; this is despite the fact that investigation of trivial social phenomena may provide greater 

insight. As Merton (1973, p. 59) observed almost thirty years ago, “the history of science provides a long 

if not endless list of instances of the easy confusion between the seemingly self-evident triviality of the 

object under scrutiny and the cognitive significance of the investigation.” 

There are no silver-bullet solutions to such issues, except the suggestions of Glenn (1989) and 

Tindall (2000) that sociologists recognize the importance of theorizing about what they wish to explain, 

showing how their theories and facts can be linked to other theories and facts, and clearly identifying the 

limits of their studies. One way to achieve such clarity is to recognize the potential pitfalls of generating 

atheoretically derived facts. More concretely, though, it can be achieved by considering how such facts 

appear when evaluated with respect to the analytical issues described here. To draw on an earlier 

example, homicide research has led to the emergence of many facts for different units of analysis (e.g., 

correlates of homicide among individuals and states). In and of themselves, such facts, which frequently 

are presented as conceptually different dependent variables, provide relatively little information about the 

context or causes of homicide. Yet an attempt to transcend them may generate theories that better 

account for each particular fact (dependent variable), in large part because the researcher is forced to 

consider what exactly the phenomenon is that underlies the different “facts.” 

 

5. USE OF INDEPENDENT AND CONTROL VARIABLES 

 

With more sophisticated and readily available statistical techniques, there has been an increased 



13 

emphasis on identifying the independent or net effects of independent (predictor) variables, as well as 

controlling for ever-larger numbers of covariates, the omission of which is believed will contribute to 

biased estimations. This emphasis obscures critical issues concerning the explanation of social 

phenomena. Although there is no simple rule-of-thumb to resolve these issues, they nonetheless can be 

explicitly addressed through a number of strategies that can help prevent erroneous conclusions and that 

encourage caution in drawing conclusions (see, e.g., Blalock 1989; Lieberson 1985). 

Several of the more prominent issues bear emphasizing. It is, for example, misleading to assume that 

the effects of a given variable actually are reduced after controlling for some other variable(s), as if the 

variable in reality has less effect than otherwise would be supposed. Consider an example from 

criminology: Association with delinquent peers is strongly associated with delinquency, yet this 

association can be reduced substantially by controlling for age. Why control for age? Convention 

suggests that the answer is  that age is strongly associated with both peer association and delinquency. 

However, do we now have a truer estimate of the effects of association with delinquent peers on 

delinquency and, moreover, does that estimate now provide an improved basis for assessing the relative 

importance of this variable compared to others? The answer is not clear, particularly in the absence of a 

theoretical justification for including age in statistical models about delinquency. The effects of virtually 

any variable can be reduced to nonsignificance if we include enough controls, and the estimates may well 

be more, not less, biased (see Tam 1997). In such situations, the recommended solutions are to be 

cautious in interpreting the results, to examine closely how results change with and without a range of 

different controls, and to consider theoretical justifications for including some variables and not others. 

A related issue is that a focus on net effects can create a false sense of reality, as Abbott (1997, p. 

1152) recently emphasized in writing about the Chicago school of sociology: “The Chicago view was 

that the concept of net effect was social scientific nonsense. Nothing that ever occurs in the social world 

occurs ‘net of other variables.’ All social facts are located in contexts. So why bother to pretend that they 

are not?” (see also Abbott 1999). Extending this observation, Abbott noted further: “Within variable-

based thinking, one allows for a few ‘interactions’ to modify [a] single causal meaning contextually, but 
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the fundamental image of variables’ independence is enshrined in the phrase ‘net of other variables’ and 

in the aim to discover this net effect . . . through experimental or statistical manipulation.” Here, again, 

the recommended solution simply is to be cautious in interpreting results, but, even more than that, to 

consider carefully whether the idea of a “net effect” makes sense or has any theoretical foundation. If so, 

articulation of this foundation can help to illuminate underlying patterns in social life. If not, then the 

researcher might question whether identified “net effects” contribute to a “truer” understanding of the 

phenomena at hand. 

Perhaps more important than the above issues, a focus on net effects increases the likelihood that we 

will ignore more fundamental causes of social phenomena, which makes it less likely that we will 

discover similarities among diverse phenomena. For example, it is possible for statistical models to 

explain a considerable amount of the variance in dependent variables without actually identifying the 

more fundamental (root) causes. If, for example, X1 (fundamental cause) leads to X2 (superficial cause) 

which causes Y, and we include only X2 in our model, the amount of variance explained may be 

considerable but the model itself neglects the fact that X1 may be a more fundamental cause of Y. By 

overemphasizing controls, net effects, and explained variance, we risk missing or obscuring fundamental 

causes of phenomena, an issue illustrated by turning to a discussion of causation. 

 

6. CAUSATION 

 

Sociologists seem both to embrace and avoid the notion of causation. On the one hand, the 

foundation of sociology as a social science suggests the importance of focusing on causal relationships. 

On the other hand, there is often reluctance to define causation or identify criteria for establishing it. 

Indeed, explicit causal terminology frequently is eschewed, as when reference is made to alternative 

terminology, such as “associations,” “linkages,” “connections,” and the like. Yet embracing causal 

language without defining or establishing criteria for assessing causality, as well as eschewing causal 

language while implicitly suggesting causation, is likely to create ambiguity about the theoretical or 
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substantive importance of studies, a critique that has been relevant for many years in sociology (see, e.g., 

Blalock 1964; Gibbs 1982; Glenn 1989; Marini and Singer 1988; Merton 1968). 

Avoiding the issue of causation is likely to generate considerable misunderstanding and missed 

opportunities to study important social phenomena. For example, investigators can clarify their views of 

causation and thereby provide a more systematic basis for assessing theories. Specification of causal 

order also can clarify theoretical arguments that investigators wish to make, including those couched in 

terms of large sets of “interconnections” and “contexts,” without in any way denying the multi-causal or 

complex nature of many social phenomena. Given that most social phenomena have multiple causes 

(Marini and Singer 1988), explicit analyses of causal relations, including identification of 

interconnections and contexts, and distinctions between necessary and sufficient conditions, weightings 

of these conditions, specification of possible interactions, and the like, would seem to be a prerequisite 

for sociological theories aimed at generating cumulative knowledge. 

It may appear that some studies are noncausal because the investigators avoid causal language. 

However, many studies consider “consequences,” and any consideration of these or related notions (e.g., 

“effects”) involves causal logic. To illustrate: Evans-Pritchard’s (1976) study of witchcraft among the 

Azande of Central Africa provides rich detail about what witchcraft is and how it was viewed and used. 

Although causal language is not employed, his study emphasized that belief systems not only existed but 

that they had many consequences, an argument that clearly invokes causal logic. There are some studies 

that are actually noncausal because they are descriptions of single variables or finite events and things. 

Examples include atheoretical surveys aimed at generating prevalence estimates of various beliefs, 

attitudes, behaviors, characteristics, etc., as well as many anthropological studies aimed at “thick 

description” of cultural meaning and interactions, though even in this latter instance causal relations 

frequently are posited.2 In practice, causal and noncausal studies tend to be reciprocally reactive to one 

another, highlighting the limitations of the alternative approach and suggesting further avenues of 

research. As an example: A causal study of the effects of gender socialization on educational attainment 

might be prompted by a noncausal study that distinguishes gender from sex. 
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There are many types of causes of social phenomena, the investigation of which can contribute to 

sociological knowledge. However, any such investigation requires accepting, however tentatively, the 

notion of causation. For example, some causes may be symmetric, as when an increase in X causes an 

increase in Y and a decrease in X causes a decrease in Y (i.e., a reversible process). By contrast, some 

causes may be asymmetrical: An increase in X causes an increase in Y but a decrease in X does not cause 

a decrease in Y (i.e., an irreversible process). Such possibilities give rise to the need to explore and 

assess the possibility of reversible and irreversible causation (Lieberson 1985). 

One might also distinguish between proximate and distal causes to avoid the sleight of hand involved 

in assertions about a given cause being more important merely because it is more proximate in time or 

space. For example, recent studies suggesting that drug addiction is caused by drug-induced changes in 

brain physiology led one observer to conclude: “That addiction is so clearly tied to changes in brain 

structure and function is what makes it, fundamentally, a brain disease” (Leshner 1998, p. 4; emphasis 

added). Clearly, however, there are social contexts that may give rise to greater rates of initial and 

sustained involvement in drug use and thus to changes in brain physiology (Mrazek and Haggerty 1994). 

Neither “cause,” then, would seem to be necessarily more “fundamental”; rather, one cause (brain 

changes) is more temporally proximate than the other (social contexts). 

In addition, there is the distinction touched on earlier between superficial and fundamental causes of 

social phenomena. Consider a nonsociological example provided by Lieberson (1985): By including 

density and shape in a regression model, we may explain the variation in the speed with which objects 

drop to the ground (in a nonvacuum context), but if we fail to consider the role of gravity we will have 

provided a superficial account of why objects fall. By extension, we may describe social phenomena in 

considerable detail without ever addressing the underlying dynamics in social relations (see note 2). 

Bonilla-Silva (1996) has argued, for example, that most research on racism has relied on simplistic 

definitions that focus on individual-level beliefs and ideologies rather than structural conditions. 

In sum, a focus on causation can reduce misunderstanding and miscommunication among researchers 

and contribute to cumulative sociological knowledge. It can do so by clarifying the focus and structure of 
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studies, including identifying implied notions of causation, how causation can be linked to descriptive 

research and vice versa, and what kinds of empirical tests are appropriate for evaluating theories. 

 

7. CREATION AND USE OF DATA 

 

Sociologists use a wide range of data, including historical archives, interviews, life histories, 

ethnographies, and survey and census data. However, as Abbott (2000) has noted, sociologists 

increasingly are relying on secondary data, with the limitations that attend their use: 

[The procedure] . . . applied to [secondary] data has the logical structure of clinical inquiry . . . 

[namely], the introduction of an interpretation after the observations have been made rather than the 

empirical testing of a predesignated hypothesis. The implicit assumption is that a body of generalized 

propositions has been so fully established that it can be approximately applied to the data in hand. 

(Merton 1968, p. 147; emphasis in original) 

These post hoc approaches frequently give rise to ad hoc explanations that then typically are “fitted” to 

the data. (It is, of course, entirely possible to apply ad hoc and post hoc explanations to primary data as 

well.) Critiquing such approaches, Merton (1968, p. 148) noted: “The method of post factum explanation 

does not lend itself to nullifiability, if only because it is so completely flexible,” and, accordingly, it 

provides only “plausible” rather than “compelling” explanations of social phenomena. Reliance on 

secondary data thus involves a compromise between ease of access and concerns about questionable 

theoretical and/or empirical relevance. 

The critique is as relevant today as it was 30 years ago, perhaps even more relevant given the ready 

electronic access to data and institutionalized pressures within academia for professors to “publish or 

perish” (Sjoberg and Vaughan 1993).3 The risk is that instead of creating data appropriate to testing 

particular theories, secondary data are relied upon to provide empirical tests of questionable 

appropriateness. For example, Sampson, Morenoff, and Earls (1999) recently highlighted the common 

use of individual-level variables such as “single parenthood” and “number of family moves” to measure 
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Coleman’s (1990) concept of “social capital,” even though Coleman focused on social relations in the 

social organizational context of local communities. Similarly, despite the centrality of the concepts of 

social disorder and disorganization to sociology, there is a dearth of empirical assessments, especially 

ones that reflect the neighborhood-level contexts within which social disorder and disorganization are 

believed to occur (see, e.g., Sampson and Raudenbush 1999). 

The importance of theory thus is suggested again. However, the importance in this context pertains to 

the role of theory not only in guiding use of secondary data but also in the collection and analysis of new 

data (Merton 1968). To illustrate, Berger (2000) recently described how theory and experimental 

research guided one another in his development of a general theory of status characteristics. In general, 

however, theory construction in the social sciences typically provides little guidance about the 

measurement of key concepts or the appropriate data to use or collect in testing theories. The result, as 

Gibbs (1985) has argued, is that few sociological theories are tested using appropriate measures of 

concepts. Thus, without more careful attention to the data we collect or use and to their appropriate uses, 

an increasingly larger volume of findings and tests of theories will emerge that contribute nominally, if at 

all, to the generation of cumulative knowledge. 

 

8. DEVELOPMENT AND USE OF DIVERSE AND COMPLEX METHODOLOGIES 

 

Too often, new or sophisticated methodologies are used with little to no guidance from theory. 

Reviewing the current role of methodology in sociology, Sjoberg and Vaughan (1993) commented: 

Sociologists . . . hold a relatively tenuous position in the bureaucratic structures of the United States 

(and in the global context). This has led them to seek legitimacy through increased reliance on 

techniques and methods at the expense of theoretical analysis and ideas. But the emphasis on 

techniques and methods seems destined to undermine the foundations of sociological inquiry. (P. 54) 

This issue, involving not only quantitative but also qualitative methodologies (see Denzin and Lincoln 

1994), was anticipated years ago by Merton (1968): 
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Although methods can be profitably examined without reference to theory or substantive data, . . . 

empirically oriented disciplines are more fully served by inquiry into procedures if this takes due 

account of their theoretic problems and substantive findings. For the use of “method” involves not 

only logic but . . . also the practical problems of aligning data with the requirements of theory. (P. 73) 

The basic problem is that sophisticated methodologies tend to be poor substitutes for theory. 

Blalock (1989), however, has observed that even when theoretical guidance exists, it rarely 

corresponds to the complexity of the analytical models used by sociologists. For example, researchers 

increasingly rely on event history techniques to model temporally patterned events (Blossfeld and 

Rohwer 1995) and multilevel regression approaches to examine phenomena occurring within multiple 

units of analysis, such as individuals, neighborhoods, and cities (Kreft and Leeuw 1998). These and 

similar advances are notable for providing more accurate and textured means by which to model 

outcomes (Abbott 1997). However, they rarely are matched by theories that can make systematic 

predictions about the temporal patterning of events or the multiple ecological contexts that impact 

various outcomes, or even predictions about the relationships between independent and dependent 

variables. And while these observations pertain to statistical methodologies, they also apply to historical-

comparative methodological advances as well (Denzin and Lincoln 1994; Mahoney 1999; Pescosolido 

and Rubin 2000; Scheff 1997). Recent developments, such as Skocpol’s (1979) new sociology of 

comparison, have, for example, been criticized for relying exclusively on induction rather than theory in 

the selection of appropriate cases and explanatory factors (Paige 1999). In short, sociologists must pay 

careful attention to the utility of various methodologies for social scientific studies, or else risk 

generating ever-greater numbers of new “facts” that have questionable relevance to the generation of 

cumulative knowledge. 

 

9. CRITERIA FOR EVALUATING SOCIOLOGICAL STUDIES 

 

Critics of sociological progress frequently observe that sociology lacks clear guidelines for assessing 
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theory and studies (see, e.g., Freese 1972; Gibbs 1997; Rule 1997). This situation is remarkable because 

the lack of criteria constitutes a tacit admission that studies will be conducted ad infinitum, with no clear 

end or basis for distinguishing among “better” theories or studies. More theories, methodologies, data, 

and facts are not enough to generate cumulative knowledge. Sjoberg and Vaughan (1993, p. 87) have 

provided a more pointed assessment: 

If sociologists continue to justify their existence in large measure by using technical quantitative 

procedures, then the discipline will lose its raison d’être. . . . Ultimately sociology must rest its 

position in society on the ability to advance theoretical principles that will help to clarify societal, as 

well as cross-societal, problem areas. 

Although defensible, this assessment scarcely receives universal support (see critiques in Best and 

Kellner 1991; Elliott 1999). Indeed, it is unlikely that any one evaluative criterion will emerge for which 

broad consensus can be obtained (Tindall 2000). 

Nonetheless, some criteria hold promise for generating cumulative knowledge. Gibbs (1997), for 

example, has urged the use of “predictive power,” involving several distinct dimensions that can be used 

to compare the relative success of one theory to another. The dimensions include: (1) predictive accuracy 

(ability to make accurate predictions); (2) testability (extent to which a theory’s constituent variables can 

be measured); (3) scope (number of dependent variables to which a theory can be applied); (4) range 

(number of units of analysis to which a theory can be applied); (5) intensity (diachronic and synchronic 

predictions of a theory); (6) discriminatory power (ability to discriminate between the relative strengths 

of relationship in a theory); (7) parsimony (ability of a theory to generate many predictions with few 

premises); and (8) fertility (extent to which a theory allows for derivation of new claims or conclusions). 

Such an approach has much to recommend it if only because it provides explicit and multiple criteria 

for comparison and evaluation. For example, while theory A may be better than theory B with respect to 

scope and parsimony, theory B may be better with respect to range and, for the dependent variables 

assessed by both theories A and B, discriminatory power. Although many may balk at such comparisons, 

these types of criteria (see also Tindall 2000) arguably represent an advance over having no clear or 
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consistent basis by which to evaluate research. Adopting more explicit criteria need not a priori favor 

one theoretical or methodological strategy. One need not, for example, embrace predictive accuracy, a 

standard that generally only quantitative research can meet, as the most relevant criterion. But the failure 

to adopt clear and explicit evaluative criteria risks embracing a nonprogressive accumulation of facts and 

theories and missed opportunities to study social phenomena along nonobvious dimensions. 

Even if there is little agreement concerning the appropriate criteria of evaluation, it should be evident 

that effective communication among sociologists would be enhanced by attempts to specify explicitly the 

analytical underpinnings of the theories they use or construct. Effective communication does not imply 

agreement or adoption of particular theoretical or methodological approaches (see Cohen 1989). Rather, 

it simply means the ability to discern more easily the precise contours, scope, and applicability of various 

theories and research efforts. This ability in turn can allow researchers to discern when and where true 

differences and potential similarities may exist among studies. And, not least, it also may allow the 

potential implications of diverse research activities to become more apparent. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

PROBLEMS IN GENERATING CUMULATIVE SOCIOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE 

 

Sociology’s claim to fame, as well as its potential downfall as a science, is its theoretical, 

methodological, and substantive/empirical diversity. Under certain circumstances and for certain 

phenomena, diversity can be beneficial. However, for a science, such diversity can undermine long-term 

viability, especially without an underlying foundation to unify the diverse efforts of those operating 

under different paradigms or “sensibilities.” 

Currently in sociology, attempts to establish a sociological foundation in so-called “grand” theory or 

in any single theoretical perspective or notion largely have failed, while calls for formal theory generally 

have gone unnoticed or ignored (see, however, Berger 2000). The failure of a single theoretical 
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perspective to emerge may reflect fundamental disagreements among sociologists as to the goals and 

nature of scientific progress. It also may reflect basic differences in the nature of various social 

phenomena, and the types of theories and facts needed to identify and explain them. 

Attempts to ground sociology methodologically generally have resulted in divisive quantitative 

versus qualitative debates and, correspondingly, more sophisticated techniques for discovering empirical 

regularities or “meaning.” The result is a proliferation of even more facts and less agreement about or 

progress towards finding a basis upon which sociological research can be appropriately compared and 

integrated. In a similar vein, efforts to specify the most appropriate unit of analysis (e.g., individuals vs. 

aggregate units), or ways to link these units, have met with considerable resistance. Indeed, little 

consensus exists or is soon likely to emerge concerning the basic domains of sociology. 

 

ONE SOLUTION: FOCUSING ON ANALYTICAL UNDERPINNINGS 

 

An alternative approach is to focus on the analytical underpinnings of sociology. This approach lacks 

the elegance of master theoretical or conceptual schemes, and obviously is grounded in epistemological 

assumptions. But it nonetheless provides a potential foundation for clarifying the conditions under which 

diverse sociological studies can inform one another. To draw on an earlier example, if it can be agreed 

that sociology’s “proper” unit of analysis in fact may be any unit of analysis involving, in one form or 

another, humans, then there is a basis for juxtaposing rather than favoring on ad hoc grounds one unit of 

analysis (e.g., individuals) over another (e.g., countries). By recognizing that studies at one unit of 

analysis may be fundamentally distinct from those involving others, opportunities arise for avoiding 

unnecessary misunderstandings and for the possibility of generating cumulative knowledge. 

Much the same can be said for each of the other analytical dimensions discussed above. For example, 

by attempting to integrate findings across diverse areas, and identifying precisely how these findings can 

be integrated, researchers increase the chances that new or underlying patterns may be observed. 

Conceptualizing dependent variables as manifestations of more general phenomena can make such 
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insight or integration even more likely. Attempts to state the causal and meaning structures of a theory 

can facilitate greater understanding of how it may be linked to those of other theories. And so on. 

In each instance, and for each of the dimensions, the goal is not necessarily to create a single unified 

theory, but to promote more effective communication about bodies of research. Indeed, it is not our aim 

to suggest that the analytical issues herein are exhaustive or that they will result in fewer theories or 

facts. Nor do we suggest that attention to these issues will resolve sociology’s many theoretical or 

methodological debates or lead to consensus about how best to do and evaluate research. Indeed, studies 

of the sociology of science indicate that such resolution is unlikely, especially given the numerous 

philosophical and logical issues, as well as the range of extra-scientific factors that affect theoretical, 

methodological, and substantive efforts and debates (see Habermas 1988; Haraway 1999; Merton 1968). 

We do suggest, though, that directly confronting these analytical issues may encourage sociologists 

to talk with rather than past one another. As we have attempted to illustrate throughout this paper, such 

confrontation may contribute to greater clarity about exactly what is being argued and how it contrasts 

with other views. This clarity will enhance the likelihood of appropriate comparisons among and within 

diverse research efforts. In turn, it may lead researchers to explore avenues of research and insight that 

they otherwise might not. In so doing, the possibility emerges that sociologists will transcend the 

accumulation of diverse theories and facts and begin generating cumulative sociological knowledge. 
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NOTES 

 

1. There has been considerable debate about the importance of individuals in sociological theorizing, 

with little consensus about how individuals are linked to social structure or systems. Elliott (1999, p. 7) 

has identified a major reason for the lack of consensus: “Notwithstanding the importance of [subjectivist 

and action] dimensions of human experience for the social sciences and social theory, . . . [subjectivist 

and action] frameworks encounter difficulty in providing conceptions of social structure or institutional 

explanation.” By contrast, structuralist and objectivist social theories frequently accord “priority to 

structure over action,” thus slighting the role of individual subjectivism and action in social life (p. 9). 

2. The point is aptly illustrated by Geertz (1973), who uses the notion of “thin” versus “thick” 

descriptions (Ryle 1971) to illustrate the difference between winking as simply a physical action versus 

winking as a socially situated action with cultural meaning. Geertz’s description implies that “winking” 

not only occurs but that it causes other actions to occur, such as the creation of conspiratorial 

relationships. In his words: 

The point is that between . . . the “thin description” of what the rehearser . . . is doing (“rapidly 

contracting his right eyelids”) and the “thick description” of what he is doing (“practicing a 

burlesque of a friend faking a wink to deceive an innocent into thinking a conspiracy is in motion”) 

lies the object of ethnography: a stratified hierarchy of meaningful structures in terms of which 

twitches, winks, fake-winks, parodies, rehearsals of parodies are produced, perceived, and 

interpreted, and without which they would not . . . in fact exist, no matter what anyone did or didn’t 

do with his eyelids. (P. 7) 

3. Commenting on the research and funding link, Sjoberg and Vaughan (1993, p. 84) wrote: 

By relying on established data sets, the researcher can anticipate, in general terms, the results of the 

findings. These are defined by the nature of the questions included in the survey. This situation 

greatly reduces the risk of failure, and the funding agency generally can be assured that numerous 

publications will result from the project. 
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Figure 1. Central Analytical Issues in Generating Cumulative Sociological Knowledge 
 

 



 

 


