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QUICK START: Inthischapter you will learn

What you can do with sociology.

The difference between basic, gpplied and clinica sociology.
How to apply the sociologica perspective.

How theory fits into applied sociology.

TERMS

Applied Sociology Using sociologica tools to address a specific socia
problem, often for a particular group of people.

Client-Centered Work Projects initiated, designed, and conducted soldly to solve a
client’s specific rea world question or problem.

Sociological Per spective |dentifying patternsin human interaction, how and why
these patterns exist, the consequences of them, and how to
reproduce or change the patterns.

I ntervention Some project, program, plan or any other artificid socia
condruction that is implemented in human socid life.

Clinical Sociology Using sociology primarily for the purpose of diagnosing
and measuring interventions to improve human interaction.

Sociological Practice A term used to denote both applied sociology and clinical
sociology.

Basic Sociology Using sociology primarily to produce explanations of socia
phenomena

Sociological Theory An explanation of group atitudes, beliefs, vaues, and
behavior.
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TOPICS

Y ou’ re sudying sociology, and before too long you' Il ask yourself a common question: " What
can | do with this suff?’ It'sagood question, and one with a good answer. Let’slook at how
sociology can be used.

All sciences have at least two thrusts: basic (some people like to cal this*pure’) and gpplied. In
basic science, the god isto produce good theory. Y ou are probably saying, “Theory? Who
cares?’ But, before you ignore thisimportant tool, think about this: If you want to fix something,
wouldn't it help to know how it works? Theories are efforts to explain how things work. For
example, fixing acar’ s engine would be much easier if we knew how it worked. The better the
understanding of how if works, the better and faster we are in fixing it. But, theory is't enough.
Having an idea about how acar’ s engine works and using that idea to actudly fix the car are
often two different things. So, sciences have gpplied aspects, too. In this example, fixing the car
is the gpplication of the theory. In gpplied science, the god isto solve red world problems. To
solve red world problems, applied sociologists must know theory and how to apply it.

Y ou may be asking: What do you mean by “applied sociology?’ How'sthisfor a definition?

“Any use (often dient-centered) of the sociologica perspective and/or itstoolsin
the understanding of , intervention in, and/or enhancement of human socid life”
(From Stedle, S. & lutcovich, J. Directionsin Applied Sociology, SAS, 1997, p.
154).

Let’ sdissect this definition. Notice that the definition contains both dements of theory and
practice. Any use’ or gpplication suggests knowledge and a distinct gpproach. The notion of
“client-center ed’ work requires some thought because it redly separates basic from applied
work. In client-centered work, someone other than the person investigating it presentsthe
problem. These problems can be “dirty” in that they exist in naturd settings that may, in the best
of times, be less than perfect for collecting information or using theory. Y e, they are of great
vaue largdly because they are real and need solutions!

The “sociological perspective” refersto identifying patternsin human interaction, how and why
these patterns exist, the consequences of them, and how to reproduce or change the patterns. Y ou
will learn more about the sociologica perspective in the next chapter. It isthefirst of theten
toolswe will discuss. For now, understand that there are many waysto “look a” a Stuation. The
sociologica perspective is adistinct and powerful way to look a human interactions.

“Understanding of, inter vention in” and/or “enhancement of human socid lifeé” means that
applied sociologists work to advance our collective knowledge of socia phenomena, or to solve
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problems (intervention), or improve socid interaction. Often, applied sociologists work on al
three of these dimensons smultaneoudy.

We will use the term “applied sociology” throughout this book. We wish it were that Smple.
Modern sociologds use a variety of terms when they talk about actudly applying their
discipline. Some sociologists who use the discipline for the purpose of diagnosing and measuring
intervention cal what they are doing "clinical sociology.” Others suggest that sociol ogical
practice is abetter term, because it isaterm that denotes both clinical and gpplied. Knowing
these different terms for applied sociology should help you when you reed other sociological
materia. For now, let’s just stick to “gpplied sociology.”

Here's an example of basic and applied sociology. What happens when organizations change?
Much scientific energy has been devoted to determining how organizations work. How big
should they be? What should they look like, or how should they be structured? What kinds of
leaders are best? These questions are dl solid sociologica questions for which basic researchers
have toiled to answer. Basic sociologigsinitiate projects primarily because of their own interest
in the topic. Whatever the topic, they primarily seek to build or test sociological theory.

Now, let’slook at an applied angle of this same problem. Suppose someone decides to change
the organization in which you work. This becomes ared world problem, not only for the person
who needs to lead the change, but dso for the person who lives and worksin the organization.
Wouldn't it be niceif the people responsible for these changes had alittle basic theory under
their manageria bdts? If this sounds like theory and practice, or basic and applied sciences, are
linked, you areright! Good practice demands good theory. Whether formdly trained or not, a
good plumber knows a great deal of physics theory. And, agood manager needs a good ded of
organizationa theory.

In sum, both gpplied and basic science is needed in any discipline. Basic sociology focuseson
testing or developing theory directly. Applied sociology uses theory as atool to solve aclient-
centered problem. In basic sociology, theory is often the end. In gpplied sociology, theory isa
means to an end. Applied sociology is not atheoreticd, rather, theory plays a different rolein
gpplied sociology than it does in basc sociology.
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TOOLS
When it comes right down to it, what specid skills and abilities will sociology provide? Let's
look at three.
Tool i What isit?
The Sociological The way sociologists view a problem can be a powerful
Per spective tool in understanding socid issues and how people act.

We want you to try the components of this perspective
and continue to practice them heresfter.

How do | doit?

L ooking at the “big
picture.”

Sociology compels people to focus on the socia Stuation
-- the big picture. It supports this view whether looking
between two individuas, among groups or among
societies. Some job applications of this skill include;
organizationa design and development, project design
and management, continuous improvement, strategic and
community planning, policy formation, and forecasting.

1. Sat by looking a socid interactions at the next
level up from the person and persondlities. For
example, can you see persona problemsin
getting an education from the point of view of a
student or ingtructor?

2. Then, work your way “up” by moving to the next
leve. In this example, consider your class, your
school, education in your society, globa
education.

3. Now, condder the forces that influence each of
these leves.

4. What impact are these influences and levels
having on the “person” involved in the Stuaion?
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Tool i What isit?
Problem identification and Sociologicd training provides ahilities and tools to
problem solving identify, measure and solve problems. Prepared to use

research skills and statistical analys's, a graduate has
the ability to build solution dtrategies. Some job
gpplications of this skill include; needs assessment,
corporate culture analysis, market research, project
and program evauation, and data andysis.

1. Ingtead of blaming the persons who may have a
problem, consider the Stuation in which a
problem arises.

2. Ask yoursdf “How isthis Stuation defined, that
IS, was the Situation “set up” to produce these
outcomes? For example, if the boss complains
that she“can’t get good peopleto fill ajob,”
congder “isthe job structured in such away that
virtualy nobody could do it?’

Deding with A complex world increases the need for

human interaction understanding of human interaction and socid
relationships. Sociology encourages understanding
and respect for human cultures, beiefsand values. A
sociologica approach recognizes the complexity and
importance of these human differences. Some job
goplications of this kill include; human resources
management and relations, team work and team
building, interpersona relationships, and respect for
culturd diversity such as age, gender, ethnicity, and
race.

1. Rather than looking primarily a the internd or
persona motivations for creeting human action,
ask yoursdf what is expected of interaction
“between” or “among” peoplein different
Studtions.

2. Try toidentify the expected patterns or rituals of
interaction that may have some impact on what
people do.
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TASKS

Some of you reading this may not become sociology mgjors, but you' |l be stronger, no matter
what you do, if you add asociologica approach to your persond tool kit. And, the views and
perspectives that you are learning in sociology can only be improved by gpplying them. Hereis
an exercise to help you apply sociology.

A dty isrunning out of room in its landfill (i.e, garbage dump). City leaders are looking for
atown in the surrounding area willing to sall their land to serve as anew landfill. Use your
sociologicd perspective to identify the pros and cons for atown consdering placing abid for
the landfill. The landfill will bring jobs and revenue to the town, but will aso bring a host of
possible problems, namdy environmentd dilemmas. Use your sociologica perspective to
identify the pros and cons to the town. What socid factors shape the pros and cons you
identify? And how will the pros and cons you identify shape the town’s culture and society?
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