
6      Part I: Understanding Our Social World

For you, this means learning how what you do affects 
other people and groups—and how they affect your life.

Unlike the discipline of psychology, which focuses on 
the attributes, motivations, and behaviors of individuals, 
sociology focuses on group patterns. Whereas a psycholo-
gist might try to explain behavior by examining the per-
sonality traits of individuals, a sociologist would examine 
the positions or tasks of different people within the group 
and how these positions influence what individuals think 
and do. Sociologists seek to analyze and explain why peo-
ple interact with others and belong to groups, how groups 
like the family or you and your friends work together, why 
some groups have more power than other groups, how 
decisions are made, and how groups deal with conflict and 
change. Sociologists also examine the causes of social 
problems, such as child abuse, crime, poverty, and war, 
and ways they can be addressed.

Two-person interactions—dyads—are the smallest 
units studied by sociologists. Examples of dyads include 
roommates discussing their classes, a professor and stu-
dent going over an assignment, a husband and wife negoti-
ating their budget, and two children playing. Next in size 
are small groups consisting of three or more interacting 
people who know each other—a family, a neighborhood or 
peer group, a classroom, a work group, or a street gang. 
Then come increasingly larger groups—organizations 
such as sports or scouting clubs, neighborhood associa-
tions, and local religious congregations. Among the larg-
est groups contained within nations are ethnic groups and 
national organizations or institutions, such as the auto 

industry, the Republican and Democratic national political 
parties, and national religious organizations, like the 
Southern Baptists. Nations themselves are still larger and 
can sometimes involve hundreds of millions of people. In 
the past several decades, social scientists have also pointed 
to globalization, the process by which the entire world is 
becoming a single interdependent entity. Of particular 
interest to sociologists is how these various groups are 
organized, how they function, why they can come into 
conflict, and how they influence one another.

Thinking Sociologically
Identify several dyads, small groups, and large 
organizations to which you belong. Did you choose to 
belong, or were you born into membership in these 
groups? How does each group influence who you are 
and the decisions you make? How do you influence 
each of the groups?

Ideas Underlying Sociology
The idea that one action can cause another is a core idea in 
all science. Sociologists also share several ideas that they 
take for granted about the social world. These ideas about 
humans and social life are supported by considerable evi-
dence, and they are no longer matters of debate or contro-
versy. They are considered to be true. Understanding these 
core assumptions helps us see how sociologists approach 
the study of people in groups.

People are social by nature. This means that humans 
seek contact with other humans, interact with one 
another, and influence and are influenced by the behaviors 
of others. Furthermore, humans need groups to survive. 
Although a few individuals may become socially isolated as 
adults, they could not have reached adulthood without 
sustained interactions with others. The central point here 
is that we become who we are largely because other people 
and groups constantly influence us.

People live much of their lives belonging to social 
groups. It is in social groups that we interact with family, 
friends, and work groups; learn to share goals and to coop-
erate with others in our groups; develop identities that are 
influenced by our group affiliations; obtain power over 
others—or are relatively powerless; and have conflicts 
with others over resources we all want. Our individual 
beliefs and behaviors, our experiences, our observations, 
and the problems we face are derived from connections to 
our social groups.

Here, children experience ordered interaction in the 
competitive environment of a football game. What values, 
skills, attitudes, and assumptions about life and social 
interaction do you think these young boys are learning?
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