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Thinking Sociologically
Imagine that you are a mayor, legislator, police 
chief, or another government official. You make 
decisions based on information gathered by social 
science research rather than on your own intuition 
or assumptions. What are some advantages to this 
decision-making method?

THE SOCIAL  
WORLD MODEL
Think about the different groups you depend on and inter-
act with on a daily basis. You wake up to greet members of 
your family or your roommate. You go to a larger group—
a class—that exists within an even larger organization—
the college or university. Understanding sociology and  
the approach of this book requires a grasp of levels of 

analysis—that is, social groups from the smallest to the 
largest. It may be relatively easy to picture small groups, 
such as a family, a group of friends, a sports team, or a 
sorority or fraternity. It is more difficult to visualize large 
groups, such as corporations—The Gap, Abercrombie & 
Fitch, Eddie Bauer, General Motors Company, or 
Starbucks—or organizations such as local or state govern-
ments. The largest groups include nations or international 
organizations, such as the sprawling networks of the 
United Nations or the World Trade Organization. Groups of 
various sizes shape our lives. Sociological analysis involves 
an understanding of these groups that exist at various lev-
els of analysis and the connections among them.

The social world model helps us picture the levels of 
analysis in our social surroundings as an interconnected 
series of small groups, organizations, institutions, and 
societies. Sometimes, these groups are connected by 
mutual support and cooperation, but other times, there 
are conflicts and power struggles over access to resources. 
What we are asking you to do here and throughout this 
book is to develop a sociological imagination—the basic 
lens used by sociologists. Picture the social world as con-
nected levels of increasingly larger circles. To understand 
the units or parts of the social world model, look at the 
model shown here (and at the beginning of each chapter).

We use this social world model throughout the book to 
illustrate how each topic fits into the big picture: our 
social world. The social world includes both social struc-
tures and social processes.

Social Structures
Picture the human body, held together by bones and mus-
cles. The organs, or units, that make up that body include 

the brain, heart, lungs, and kidneys. In a similar manner, 
social units are interconnected parts of the social world, 
ranging from small groups to societies. These social units 
include dyads (two people); small groups, like the mem-
bers of a family; community organizations, including 
schools and churches; large-scale organizations, such as 
political parties or state and national governments; and 
global societies, such as the United Nations.

All of these social units connect to make up the social 

structure—the stable patterns of interactions, statuses 
(positions), roles (responsibilities), and organizations that 
provide stability for the society and bring order to individ-
uals’ lives. Think about these parallels between the struc-
ture that holds together the human body and the structure 
that holds together societies and their units.

Sometimes, however, the units within the social struc-
ture are in conflict. For example, a religion that teaches 
that some forms of birth control are wrong may conflict 
with the health care system regarding how to provide care 
to women. This issue has been in the U.S. news, as many 

All social institutions are interrelated, just as the parts of the 
body are interdependent: If the skeletal system of the body 
breaks down, the muscular system and nervous system are 
not going to be able to get the body to do what it needs to do.
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