
10      Part I: Understanding Our Social World

A psychologist may wire research subjects to a 
machine that measures their physiological reaction to a 
violent film clip and then ask them questions about what 
they were feeling. Psychology is the study of individual 
behavior and mental processes (e.g., sensation, percep-
tion, memory, and thought processes). It differs from soci-
ology in that it focuses on individuals rather than on 
groups, institutions, and societies. Although there are dif-
ferent branches of psychology, most psychologists are con-
cerned with individual motivations, personality attributes, 
attitudes, perceptions, abnormal behavior, mental disor-
ders, and the stages of normal human development.

A political scientist studies opinion poll results to predict 
who will win the next election, how various groups of people 
are likely to vote, or how elected officials will vote on pro-
posed legislation. Political science is concerned with gov-
ernment systems and power—how they work, how they are 
organized, the forms of government, relations among gov-
ernments, who holds power and how they obtain it, how 
power is used, and who is politically active. Political science 
overlaps with sociology, particularly in the study of political 
theory and the nature and uses of power.

Many economists study the banking system and market 
trends to try to predict trends and understand the global 
economy. Economists analyze economic conditions and 
explore how people organize, produce, and distribute mate-
rial goods. They are interested in supply and demand, infla-
tion and taxes, prices and manufacturing output, labor 
organization, employment levels, and comparisons between 
postindustrial, industrial, and nonindustrial nations.

What these social sciences—sociology, anthropology, 
psychology, political science, and economics—have in 
common is that they study aspects of human behavior and 
social life. Social sciences share many common topics, 
methods, concepts, research findings, and theories, but 
each has a different focus or perspective on the social 
world. Each of these social sciences relates to topics stud-
ied by sociologists, but sociologists focus on human inter-
action, groups, and social structure, providing the 
broadest overview of the social world.

Thinking Sociologically
Consider the issue of unemployment in the United 
States. What is one question in each discipline that an 
anthropologist, psychologist, political scientist, econo-
mist, and sociologist might ask about this social issue?

WHY DOES  
SOCIOLOGY MATTER?
Sociology is important because it helps us understand our 
relationships with other people and inform social policy 
decisions. We can also pursue a career in sociology or  
use skills developed through sociology in a wide range of 
career fields.

Why Study Sociology?
The sociological perspective helps us to be more effective 
as we carry out our roles as life partners, workers, friends, 
family members, and citizens. For example, an employee 
who has studied sociology may better understand how to 
work with groups and how the structure of the workplace 
affects individual behavior, how to approach problem solv-
ing, and how to collect and analyze data. Likewise, a 
schoolteacher trained in sociology may have a better 
understanding of classroom management, student moti-
vation, the causes of poor student learning that have roots 
outside the school, and why students drop out.

A sociological perspective allows us to look beneath the 
surface of society and notice social patterns that others 
tend to overlook. When you view our social world with a 
sociological perspective, you

1.	 become more self-aware by understanding your 
social surroundings, which can lead to opportuni-
ties to improve your life;

2.	 have a more complete understanding of social situ-
ations by looking beyond individual explanations to 
include group analyses of behavior;

Anthropologists can learn about a society by studying what it 
throws away. What do you think they would learn about you 
from your garbage?
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