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available for separate purchase

What does it mean?
For the overall stability of a society, it is important that members 
broadly follow its norms and values. These are learned during the 
process of socialisation. However, to prevent or discourage people from 
deviating, all societies have systems of social control, which either 
persuade or force people to behave in a socially desirable manner.

Social controls are either informal, such as the exercise of peer 
group pressure, or formal, that is enforced in some way by institutions 
such as schools, the police, the judiciary or the state. Sanctions for 
deviating from social norms range from informal ones, for example 
disapproving looks or social exclusion, to formal, such as fines 
or imprisonment. Agencies of social control include the family, 
education, the workplace, religion, the media, the police, the judiciary 
and the state.

Why is it important?
Views about social control reflect theorists’ underlying view of how 
societies operate. While functionalists see social control as necessary 
to maintain the safety and wellbeing of everybody, conflict theorists 
argue that it is a tool of the most powerful designed to protect their 
own self-interest and to keep the rest of society conforming and 
compliant with relatively little intervention by those in power. 

What issues and debates surround this topic?
 ■ How do the various agencies of social control perform their 

function? (Consider each one in turn.)
 ■ To what extent do modern states (for example Western democracies) 

have too much power?
 ■ Do social controls reflect the interests of the powerful, or are they 

in the best interest of all members of society?

How can I check I have understood this concept?
 ■ Make a list of all the agencies of social control, using class notes 

and your textbooks.
 ■ Against each one, list the type of social control(s) it offers, noting 

whether these are formal or informal.
 ■ Look up some instances of where the power of a particular agency 

has been increased — for example, schools fining parents for taking 
children for term-time holidays, the introduction of stop and search 
powers, new powers given to police during the 2020 pandemic etc. 
Who benefited from these? Were they necessary and just? Make brief 
notes for your revision folder.

Tell us what you think         @HodderMagazines
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Race equality and 
higher education
Paul Campbell

Why have sociologists argued that UK universities should ‘decolonise’ 
the curriculum in all subjects for the benefit of all their students?
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to experience lived, social and economic 
obstacles, discriminations, marginalisations 
and privileges that are similar to other people 
from your community, but are different to 
those experienced by people from other 
ethnic groups. Let’s explore, sociologically, 
some of these issues below, and see how 
they might better help us understand the 
ethnicity outcome differences at higher 
education level. 

Some causal factors for the 
higher education award gap
A lack of diversity and a lack of role 
models
There is a lack of ethnic diversity among 
academics in British universities. The Higher 
Education Staff Statistics Survey reported that 
only 17% of academic staff self-describe as 
BAME. This is compared to some universities 
in the English South and Midlands areas who 
report that BAME students now account for 
around 50% of their student body. One of the 
consequences of this situation is that there 
is a lack of BAME academic role models for 
such students to aspire to, or to emulate. 
This discrepancy has also been reported to 
impact negatively on some BAME students’ 
ability to foster a strong sense of belonging 
in higher education.

Education in the UK is often lionised as 
an institution that is fundamentally 
meritocratic. Its mantra might read: 

‘Success is achieved through hard work, 
commitment and determination, irrespective 
of who you are or where you come from.’

Those who subscribe to this position might 
point to the success of widening participation 
policies in higher education launched in 
the late 1990s. These policies have indeed 
increased participation for individuals 
from groups who have historically found 
universities difficult to access. Included 
here are women, people from working-class 
backgrounds, and people from minority 
ethnic groups

However, education sociologists, activists 
and anti-racism campaigners, such as 
Professor Cecile Wright, Dr Nicola Rollock, 
and Professor Kalwant Bhopal have all 
argued that, despite increasing participation 
rates among students from different ethnic, 
gender and social backgrounds, education in 
Britain still does not work for all students in 
the same way. This is especially the case for 
students from minority ethnic backgrounds 
in Britain, who continue to have a much less 
positive experience in higher education than 
their white peers.

The award gap in higher 
education
Higher education and its institutions, like 
wider social life, is a space where people from 
different ethnic backgrounds experience 
privilege, discrimination or difference. These 
differing experiences are arguably most 
strikingly evident when we explore the data 
on the degree award outcomes for students 
from different ethnic groups.

Overall gap
The recent report, ‘Black, Asian and Minority 
Ethnic [BAME] student attainment at UK 
universities: closing the gap’, found that in 
2017–18 there were significant differences 
in the award outcomes obtained by home 
(or domiciled) BAME students compared to 
their white equivalents. For example, 57% of 
students who self-identified as black or black 
British-African obtained a first class or upper 
second degree (2.1). The figure was 59.2% 

for students who were black or black British-
Caribbean. Some 66.6 % of students who 
were Asian or Asian British-Pakistan were 
awarded a first or 2.1. This was also the case 
for 75.7% of students who self-identified as 
Asian or Asian British-Indian, and for 76.6% 
of students of Chinese heritage. When all 
award outcome scores were aggregated, there 
was a 13.2% outcome difference between 
the white student population (80.9%) and 
the aggregated BAME student population 
(67.7%) that year.

Gap for those with the same A-level 
grades

Similar patterns of outcome difference were 
present in the award outcomes of students 
from different ethnic backgrounds who 
had entered university with the same prior 
qualifications. Approximately 93% of white 
students who entered university with a AAA 
score at A-level, were awarded a first class 
or 2.1 degree. This compared to 87% and 
85% for Asian and ‘black’ heritage students, 
respectively.

This pattern of outcome difference by 
ethnicity remained largely consistent for 
students who entered higher education with 
lower A-level qualifications and for those who 
had entered university with the same BTEC 
or International Baccalaureate qualifications. 
Moreover, the data indicated that the lower 
the like-for-like qualifications for students 
entering higher education (e.g. DDD at 
A-level), the wider the higher education 
award gap outcome was likely to be between 
students from different ethnic groups.

Looking for causes
As sociologists, of course, we must not draw 
simplistic — or essentialist — conclusions 
about the implied relationship between race, 
ethnicity and academic ability. The emergent 
patterns discussed are not the result of a 
person’s potential or their work ethic. Instead, 
here ethnicity is what Richardson (2012) 
describes as a ‘proxy’ for other, associated 
causal factors.

For example, belonging to a certain 
ethnic group means that you are more likely 

■■ Education

■■ Stratification and Differentiation

■■ Social inequality
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A lack of role models has a double impact 
on BAME students, according to Solanke 
(2019). It reinforces longstanding historic 
scepticism within some communities that 
education is fully ‘open’ to people like them. 
It can also impact negatively on BAME 
students’ aspirations and ability to achieve 
academically, or to seriously consider a career 
in academia.

Bias and assumptions about BAME 
student ability
Sociologists, such as Cecile Wright (2013) 
and Derron Wallace (2016), have found that 
educationalists often hold many of the same 
biases about people from minority ethnic 
communities that exist in the wider society. 
These perceptions can include the view that: 
black students are more suited to vocational 
pursuits and less so to cognitive activities; 
British South Asian-Pakistani heritage 
students are ‘culturally incompatible’ with 
Western values; and British South Asian-
Indian and Chinese students are ‘naturally 
gifted’ and therefore culturally suited 
to academia.

The Guardian newspaper highlighted, for 
example, how BAME students at college or 
school often outperformed the grades scores 

that their GCSE and A-level teachers had 
predicted for them. It may be significant 
that the complex positive and negative 
perceptions of BAME student ability, held 
by both teachers and lecturers, seem to map 
directly on to their students’ award outcomes 
at all levels of education.

A Eurocentric curriculum
Almost all education curricula in Britain — 
that is the content, modules, assessment and 
pedagogical practice — prioritise and promote 
certain white, Western or European ideas, 
thinkers, viewpoints, literature, stories, styles 
of writing, and histories. This situation has 
resulted in a backlash from some academics 
and BAME students, and has resulted in the 
#whyismycurriculumwhite handle to trend 
on some social media platforms.

The answer to this question lies in the 
origins of modern education. Historically, 
its elite universities were central to the 
formation and justification of Britain as a 
colonial power. Importantly, they remain 
a part of this colonial legacy. British 
universities influence what is considered 
to be valuable and legitimate knowledge. 
Within them, we implicitly and explicitly 
learn that ‘important’ knowledge is produced 
by white Europeans and is universal. In turn, 
the curriculum directly relates to the lives and 
experiences of people it is written by, and to 
whom it is about — white people.

By the same token, the curriculum 
‘normalises’ whiteness and marginalises black 
(and the global South’s) contributions to 
knowledge, voices, histories and experiences. 
Race is simultaneously given a lesser status 
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Paul Campbell is a lecturer in sociology 
at the University of Leicester.

and is ‘othered’; it is made exotic or even 
presented as tragic. This can have a profound 
impact on how BAME students see education, 
see themselves in education, and how they 
relate education to their own life worlds.

Decolonising the curriculum
In response to this situation, many UK 
universities have committed to ‘decolonising’ 
their curricula (Bhambra et al. 2018). As one 
might expect, there is much debate as to what 
this decolonisation should definitively look 
like. However, most agree that a decolonised 
curriculum is one that provides alternative 
ways of thinking about the world and 
includes a greater plurality of perspectives. It 
should engage and directly connect to the life 
worlds of all the students we serve, educate 
and seek to inspire.

In some UK universities, degree 
programmes are widening their content to 
include thinkers, literature and ideas from 
the global South. This is to make their content 
more directly relevant and relatable to the 
experiences of people in a twenty-first century 
and global Britain. Its aim is to centralise race, 
and to provide greater scope for students to 
apply learned content to their own interests 
and realities in their assessments. This is also 
designed to enable students to have a greater 
say in the things they study and learn, by 
diversifying university faculties and subject 
areas to better reflect the range of people, 
experiences, realities and ideas that exists 
within the student body today.

Conclusion: why is this 
important?
The goal of decolonisation is to create a more 
open, equality-driven, relevant and inspiring 
curriculum, one which provides for study of 
a much more plural, critical and globalised 
canon of knowledge. One that is aimed at 
ensuring that higher education works for all.

This paradigm shift in what we do in 
higher education in the UK, and how we 
do it, has the aim of offering benefits for 
all students, not just those from BAME 
backgrounds. Decolonising the curriculum 
is the beginning of a revolutionary process 

which seeks to create a UK higher education 
system that is fully inclusive and fit for the 
twenty-first century.

Importantly, the ultimate goal is to create 
UK universities that live up to their own 
mantra: that the only thing that should 
influence success in education is effort 
and hard work, not your raced, ethnic or 
social group.
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Many UK universities have 
committed to ‘decolonising’ 
their curricula

■■ Despite claims to be meritocratic, higher 
education in the UK discriminates 
against students from black and 
minority ethnic backgrounds, despite 
their increased participation rates.

■■ There is an ‘awards gap’ for BAME 
students, who do less well than 
their white counterparts, even when 
comparing those who entered higher 
education with the same level of 
qualifications.

■■ While part of the reason lies in bias and 
stereotypical views, another important 
factor is the ‘Eurocentric curriculum’, 
which has the effect of ‘normalising’ 
whiteness and marginalising black 
knowledge, voices, histories and 
experiences.

■■ The solution is to ‘decolonise’ the 
curriculum for the benefit of all students, 
not only those from BAME backgrounds.

KEY POINTS 

Below is an AQA-style question. Rather 
than an Item, as would appear in the exam, 
this question asks you to draw your answers 
from any appropriate material in the article.

Applying material from the article, 
analyse two reasons why BAME students 
may have a less positive experience 
of higher education than their white 
counterparts. (10 marks)

Make sure that you show analysis and that 
you draw your reasons from the article. You 
might focus on bias, the lack of role models 
and the Eurocentric curriculum. You may 
also think it appropriate to quote a couple 
of statistics — though don’t overdo this.

EXAM-STYLE QUESTION 

Campaigners say 
university courses, and 
libraries, must be updated



Researching 
older people 
in gentrifying 
neighbourhoods
Tine Buffel and 
Chris Phillipson

Working together with local people as co-researchers can help to 
produce better research — and an important neighbourhood resource
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current or previous inhabitants. Much of the 
research on gentrifying neighbourhoods has 
focused either on the lifestyles of ‘incoming’ 
social groups or on those ‘forced’ to leave 
(Brown-Saracino 2017). However, much less 
is known about those who remain living in 
such neighbourhoods.

Research on the impact of gentrification 
suggests that older homeowners are 

Population ageing is taking place across 
all countries of the world. By 2050, one 
in six people in the world (16%) will 

be 65 and over, up from one in 11 in 2019 
(9%). In Europe and North America, one in 
four people is expected to be aged 65 or over 
by 2050. Of equal importance has been the 
continuing spread of urbanisation, with 55% 
of the world’s population now living in urban 
environments.

In countries such as the UK, most people 
will grow old in an urban neighbourhood. 
For most, this will be in an area which has 
been their home for the past 30 or more years. 
However, for many people, the community 
surrounding them may be changing in 
ways which can seem challenging. This can 
happen either because of new groups moving 
into a neighbourhood or through large 
numbers moving out.

The idea of gentrification
One type of community change is 
‘gentrification’, defined as a process whereby 
new residents moving into a neighbourhood 
are drawn from a higher social status than 

■■ Sociological methods

■■ Culture and Identity

EXAM LINKS 
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much less likely than other groups to 
leave their neighbourhood (Freeman et 
al. 2016). Indeed, they may be among the 
‘beneficiaries’, with rising house prices and 
improvements in infrastructure, such as in 
transport and shopping. However, they may 
also experience difficulties because of limited 
financial resources and alienation from new 
groups moving into the community.

Understanding these experiences has 
become important given the emphasis in 
public policy on ‘ageing in place’ — defined 
as helping older people to remain living in 
the same community, with some level of 
independence, rather than in residential 
care. But what types of changes associated 
with gentrification create barriers for people 
wishing to remain in their own homes?

A gentrifying neighbourhood
The area we selected for research on this 
issue was the suburb of Chorlton in the city 
of Manchester. In the 1960s, the area had 
been relatively poor, with a predominantly 
white working-class population. Subsequent 
decades have brought a steady influx of 
white-collar workers, living alongside long-
term residents. Chorlton’s population grew by 
26% between 2001 and 2011 (compared with 
a Manchester average of 19%). Much of this 
influx was of younger people from elsewhere 
in the UK. In line with Manchester as a whole, 
people aged 65 and over are a demographic 
minority in Chorlton, representing 9.6% of 
the population.

Average property prices in Chorlton 
increased from £100,461 in 2001 to £327,028 
in 2020. Other signs of gentrification 
include an increasing number of wine bars, 
coffee shops and vegetarian cafés. These 
represent what Zukin (2009) refers to as ‘new 
consumption spaces’ for incomers pursuing a 
‘creative cultural’ lifestyle.

Studying gentrification
This research set out to examine how 
older people experienced the changes 
affecting their neighbourhood. In Chorlton, 
we recruited co-researchers from local 
communities who first assisted the research 
team with organising and facilitating focus 
groups, and then conducted individual 
interviews with older residents (aged 60 and 
above). See Box 1. In total, seven focus groups 
with older residents of Chorlton (n=58) 
were conducted. Participants were recruited 
through a local history group, a community-
based care group, and a range of community 
organisations and networks.

Relationships with neighbours 
play an important part in ‘natural 
neighbourhood networks’

Box 1 Methods: 
Co-researching

We used qualitative methods, combining 
focus groups and semi-structured 
interviews. A feature of the research 
was its use of a participatory action 
research (PAR) framework (Kindon et 
al. 2007). This meant that older people 
were active participants in the research 
process, taking a leading role both in 
developing and implementing the study 
as well as translating findings into policy 
recommendations and action.

Eighteen people (10 females and 8 males), 
aged between 58 and 74 years, were 
recruited and trained as co-researchers 
who collaborated on the development 
of the research design. They were drawn 
from a range of networks, voluntary 
organisations and community groups, 
using a variation sampling strategy 
to reflect the social diversity of the 
study area.

All co-researchers participated in several 
training workshops and reflection 
meetings addressing relevant stages of the 
research cycle, from designing research 
objectives to collecting and analysing data 
and disseminating findings.

The format of the workshops was adapted 
to suit the participants and to facilitate 
interaction, practice and reflective 
conversation.

The co-researchers completed 30 
individual interviews with residents aged 60 
and above. The sampling strategy sought to 
target a diverse group (in terms of age, gender, 
social class and ethnicity) including older 
people who were not active in the community, 
those with limited social relationships, and 
those facing health or mobility problems.

Our co-researchers used a semi-structured 
interview guide developed during the 
training workshops interviews addressed:

 ■ themes such as experiences of living in the 
area and whether these had changed over time 

 ■ views about the physical environment 
including t ranspor tat ion, public 
space and housing

 ■ perceptions of community life and 
neighbourhood relationships.

Experiences of community 
change
Chorlton had changed from an upper-working-
class and lower-middle-class neighbourhood, 
to one dominated by public-sector 

professionals, together with those employed 
in media and the financial sector. The older 
people interviewed talked about a range of 
developments affecting their neighbourhood. 
Narratives about potential tensions between 
so-called ‘born and bred’ Mancunians and 
those moving into the area, indicated how 
community change contributed, in some 
cases, to experiences of exclusion. This was 
especially significant given the average of 40 or 
more years that people had lived in Chorlton.

A 62-year working-class man who had lived 
in Chorlton since the mid-1970s commented 
on the impact of population change:

‘ There’s the young kind of middle-class 
professional group of people that are 
artistic and creative…and they like all 
the trendy bars and restaurants. And 
then you’ve got the kind of born and 
bred Mancs who have lived here all 
their lives, and then suddenly everything 
is changing with all these yuppies, and 
I suppose that creates a kind of conflict 
between the new population and the 
old. Chorlton seems to be focused 
much more on young professionals…
and I suppose older people feel a bit 
left behind and priced out. ’

Brown-Saracino, J. (2017) ‘Explicating 
divided approaches to gentrification and 
growing income inequality’, Annual Review 
of Sociology, Vol. 43, pp. 515–39.

Buffel, T. and Phillipson, C. (2018) 
‘A manifesto for the age-friendly movement: 
developing a new urban agenda’, Journal of 
Aging & Social Policy, Vol. 30, pp. 173–92.

Freeman, L., Cassola, A. and Cai, T. (2016) 
‘Displacement and gentrification in England 
and Wales: a quasi-experimental approach’, 
Urban Studies, Vol. 53, No. 13, pp. 2797–814.

Gardner, P. (2011) ‘Natural neighbourhood 
networks: important social networks for 
people aging in place’, Journal of Aging 
Studies, Vol. 25, No. 3, pp. 263–71.

Kindon, S. L., Pain, R. and Kesby, M. (2007) 
Participatory Action Research Approaches 
and Methods: connecting people, 
participation and place, Routledge.

Zukin, S. (2009) The Death and Life of 
Authentic Urban Place, Oxford University 
Press.
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Community change contributed, 
in some cases, to experiences of 
exclusion

Some people mentioned new 
residents bringing fresh ideas 
which were of potential benefit 
to all age groups

In some cases, feelings of exclusion were 
reinforced with the conversion of what had 
been large multi-tenanted housing into 
flats. This had caused a gradual drift from 
the area of people on lower incomes unable 
to afford the increases in house prices and 
rents. Although the majority of older people 
interviewed were home-owners, the likely 
increase in value of their own properties did 
not feature in the interviews. Instead, their 
focus was much more on how rising house 
prices meant that their own children and 
grandchildren were unable able to live in 
the local area:

‘ Like my kids. They can’t afford a 
house in Chorlton. The house prices 
around here have been pushed up 
to unrealistic figures, so my two sons 
moved out and live in other parts of 
Greater Manchester. That’s what’s 
happened. The younger generation has 
dispersed, and it’s become property 
for professional people. (69-year-old 
male home-owner, former transport 
manager, retired early because of 
health issues) ’Although the disadvantages of changing 

patterns of home ownership were often 
stressed, mention was also made of some 
advantages to this development. For example, 
some people mentioned new residents 
bringing fresh ideas which were of potential 
benefit to all age groups:

‘ We are going through a demographic 
change in Chorlton and some of the 
new ideas will come, I think, from the 
people moving in. Sometimes when 
you’ve lived here, you grow up with it, 
you accept things and can’t see what 
needs to change. (68-year-old man, 
white British, former clerical worker, 59 
years resident) ’
Some of the older interviewees reported 

direct benefits from new social groups 
coming into the area. An 84-year-old woman, 

a retired teacher and 48 years in Chorlton, 
had been volunteering in a local care group 
for most of her adult life. She talked about 
how she now benefited from support from 
‘young professionals’:

‘ This is something that is a bit new in 
Chorlton Good Neighbours [a local care 
group]… We have quite a lot of young 
professionals helping as volunteers. 
Now there is a girl called Emily and 
believe it or not, she is a journalist for 
[a national newspaper]. We have quite 
a few young professionals here now. 
That’s the way it has changed. I’ve 
always been a volunteer, but now I’m 
on the other end, I get help, which 
is nice. ’Responses to gentrification: 

strategies of control
Although the f indings indicated 
exclusionary pressures resulting from 
gentrification, control strategies were also 
identified. Here, the study demonstrated 
the role of what Gardner (2011) terms 
‘natural neighbourhood networks’, i.e. the 
web of informal relationships that enhance 
wellbeing and shape the everyday social 
world of older adults ageing in place.

Relationships with neighbours played an 
important part in such networks and were 
often described as reciprocal and mutually 
supportive. A 73-year-old widow, a former 
shop assistant who suffered from poor health, 
had formed close relationships with a family 
living in her street:

‘ The lady across the road — she and 
her husband, they both work, so I help 
out and take their dog out for a walk 
on Mondays and Fridays, and they 
look out for me, you know: they take 
me to the hospital; they check on me 
when I’m poorly; they ask me if I want 
anything from the shop…and when I 
make jam, I always give them a jar… So 
yes, we do a lot for each other. ’A further strategy involved developing 

collective responses to issues of community 
safety. This included activities ranging from 
collective litter picks, to supporting informal 
social control through Neighbourhood 
Watch schemes and resident committees.

Another response involved social and 
political action, with some interviewees 
taking an active part in initiatives designed 
to improve the neighbourhood for different 
groups. Examples included: an 80-year-
old woman who volunteered at the local 

foodbank; a 76-year-old man who was a 
voluntary driver for people who could not get 
to their community group meetings; a 91-year-
old woman who looked after young children 
as part of her involvement with the toddler’s 
group in her local church.

Some of the participants also took an 
active role in fighting neighbourhood 
re-developments through activism and 
protest groups. An 84-year-old retired male 
book binder who had lived most of his life 
in Chorlton, for instance, decided to join a 
public demonstration against plans to replace 
the local bookshop with a restaurant:

‘ It was this year that the bookshop was 
going to be shut down for another 
bar or bistro. But we stood on the 
corner with our placards. And as I said 
earlier, it wasn’t the council that was 
the problem; it was the city planner. It 
all comes back to buildings. But there 
were 800 of us. We all got together 
and signed petitions and… eventually 
we won the bookshop. ’As the interviews suggest, even in areas 

undergoing rapid social change, older people 
will respond in a variety of ways when trying 
to influence the environment in which they 
live. Building on this point, the findings 
suggest a more nuanced picture than one 
which presents older people as ‘stuck in place’ 
within gentrifying communities. Instead, 
we find older residents managing both the 
advantages (for example, improvements 
to local facilities, support from incoming 
groups) and disadvantages (for example, 
rising house prices).

The balance between the positive and 
negative aspects of gentrification may itself 
change over the life course, with adverse 
consequences experienced as a result of the 
impact of long-term illness, the loss of a 
partner, or diminished financial resources.

Some conclusions
The project discussed here demonstrates 
that older adults are an undervalued group, 
possessing skills which have the potential 
of bringing tangible improvements to the 
communities in which they live (Buffel 

Some of the participants 
took an active role in fighting 
neighbourhood re-developments 
through activism and protest 
groups
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and Phillipson 2018). Reflecting on this 
point, what do we see as the benefit of the 
type of methodology adopted for our study? 
Three points might be made in response to 
this question:

 ■ First, the ‘partnership approach’ can play a 
vital role in challenging negative stereotypes of 
ageing, emphasising the skills and knowledge 

older people can bring to research and the 
development of projects more generally.

 ■ Second, the partnership approach offers a 
response to the challenge of understanding 
the experiences of a more diverse ageing 
population, providing a method for accessing 
and incorporating the views of seldom 
heard groups.

 ■ Third, this method presents opportunities 
for partnerships between older people and 
local stakeholders, working together to 
develop new forms of community change 
and social action.

By way of illustration, following their 
involvement in the study, the co-researchers 
developed as ‘ambassadors’ for participatory 
methods. They contributed to the 
development of ‘age-friendly’ policies within 
the local authority, spoke at conferences, 
participated in new research projects, and 
contributed to change within the community, 
including the restoration of a much-valued 
bus service.

Our work also highlights the value 
of working directly with communities 
in developing research, both to improve 
understanding of social phenomena and 
in bringing practical benefits to different 
groups within society. Given the pressures 
on urban environments, and on groups such 
as older people in particular, the importance 
of developing a partnership approach to 
research should become a priority for social 
scientists in the years ahead.

Tine Buffel is a senior lecturer in 
the school of social sciences at the 
University of Manchester where she 
directs the Manchester Urban Ageing 
Research Group (MUARG).

Chris Phillipson is professor of 
sociology and social gerontology in 
the school of social sciences at the 
University of Manchester where he 
is co-director of the Manchester 
Institute for Collaborative Research on 
Ageing (MICRA).

■■ Many urban neighbourhoods are 
undergoing, or have already undergone, 
a process of ‘gentrification’, whereby 
former working-class areas become 
home to a growing proportion of young, 
middle-class professionals.

■■ This process brings profound changes to 
an area, and while research has focused 
on those moving in, or those moving 
out, little has been done to understand 
those older people who remain.

■■ Older ‘remainers’ respond in different 
ways, but most can see both benefits 
and disadvantages to the changes.

■■ The researchers trained and used a group 
of older ‘remainers’ as co-researchers, 
which enriched the research process.

KEY POINTS 
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already socially isolated, or on the victims 
of domestic violence, or on students for 
whom schools and campuses are a safe 
place, among others. The vulnerable ones, 
in this sense, are not only the elderly or 
people with pre-existing health conditions. 
And they also include those with limited 
access to healthcare services because of 
social inequalities, or because they are on 
the frontline of delivery.

The causes and longer term health 
effects of Covid-19 will be analysed 
and debated at length by the medical 
professions and epidemiologists, of course. 
But its social and cultural impact — and 
what it says about governance, care and 
inequality — will be the subject of much 
future sociological theorising and research.

The lives of many of us, and from all 
parts of the world, were turned upside 
down in 2020 by a global pandemic 

with a force not seen since the global flu 
pandemic of 1918, which killed over 20 
million people. Reputed to have originated 
in Wuhan in China, this new coronavirus, 
known as Covid-19, swept around the 
globe, infecting millions and killing many 
thousands, especially older people with 
underlying respiratory health conditions.

Impact of austerity
Covid-19 is primarily a health issue, of 
course, but it also raises important questions 
for sociologists. For example, it offered some 
support for those who argued that austerity 
policies, social inequality and poor health 
meant that public services in Britain were 
over-burdened and ill-equipped to deal 
with the scale of the outbreak when it hit, 
despite the heroic work of doctors, nurses 
and social care workers. Perhaps the virus 
may make us rethink ideas about a ‘small 
state’ and market-driven solutions to complex 
medical and social problems around caring, 
ageing and health?

Impact of globalisation
Those with rather different interpretations 
stressed that globalisation was, somehow, 
really to blame. For people with this view, 
national borders needed to be more tightly 
controlled and nation states given more power 
to make their own decisions on matters such 
as migration, international contact, and trade 
with other countries. Would such isolation 
have been possible, or effective in managing 
Covid-19? That seems doubtful.

Did the response make 
inequality worse?
Elisa Pieri, lecturer in sociology at the 
University of Manchester, was working on 
a project called Securing Cities Against Global 

Pandemics. Early in the pandemic, Pieri 
drew comparisons with the management 
of past pandemics to point out that, despite 
international guidelines, countries do 
adopt different measures, and these can 
have very differential effects on citizens 
and on different demographics among the 
population targeted. They often act to create 
inequalities, or exacerbate existing divisions 
already experienced in pre-pandemic times. 
While enormous progress has been made 
in responding to global public health, she 
argued, much more needs to be done to 
better understand the social and cultural 
repercussions of the measures taken to ensure 
citizens’ welfare.

The president of the British Sociological 
Association, Susan Halford, further pointed 
out the importance of a sociological 
perspective. From the global mobilities of 
people and the underlying goods, services 
and markets that hastened the spread of the 
virus, to the nation state responses around 
the world, and the practices of individuals, 
families and communities, developing 
our understanding of the social impact of 
pandemics requires sociological thinking, 
beyond biomedical expertise.

Halford raised a fundamental sociological 
question about the potential negative 
social impact of isolation policies on 
those who are more vulnerable. We will 
need to consider the impact, she argued, 
that such measures might have on those 

How does sociology 
view the pandemic?

John Williams is a managing editor of 
Sociology Review.

Halford, S. (25 March 2020) ‘Sociology and 
the social sciences in the Covid-19 crisis’, 
British Sociological Association website. 
Available at: www.tinyurl.com/towac6d.

Pieri, E. (5 February 2020) ‘Cities in lockdown 
over the 2019n-CoV outbreak: the social 
impacts of pandemic preparedness on 
citizens’, Manchester University. Available at: 
www.tinyurl.com/qmos7lu.
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What is 
digital 
sociology?
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Neil Selwyn
How can sociology maintain its cutting-edge relevance in a world in which 
digital technology has become such a mainstream feature of all our lives?



From the familiar to the 
unfamiliar

Key point: Digital sociology makes 
familiar technologies strange and strange 
technologies familiar.

Taking a closer ‘second look’ at all things 
digital draws attention to a range of topics 
that you might not think are of societal 
significance, or perhaps you might not be 
aware of at all. Even if you consider yourself 
to be fully immersed in digital culture, digital 
sociology is designed to make you think 
differently.

On the one hand, digital sociology is a 
great way of ‘making the familiar strange’. 
In other words, it highlights the social 
significance of familiar technologies in our 
lives that we might otherwise take for granted. 
For instance, smartphones, apps and social 
media use might now seem banal. But they 
are all associated with big societal, cultural, 
political and economic shifts.

Every area of sociology now has to 
consider new technology-related phenomena 
— from changing forms of work (‘digital 
labour’), to new realms of crime and deviance 
(the ‘dark web’), or shifting family dynamics 
(‘digital parenting’). Digital sociology 
reminds us to not to underestimate the long-
term ‘unintended consequences’ of these 
everyday digital practices. Take, for example, 
the impact of online social movements, such 
as #MeToo and #Blacklivesmatter. Similarly, 
think how recent major political elections 
are now influenced by Facebook, email 
hacking, memes and online disinformation. 
The consequences of what might appear to be 

Sociology can often seem a little slow 
to keep up with ongoing social change. 
This has certainly been the case over 

the past 20 years, as many people’s lives 
have become steadily infused by digital 
technologies. The world is now home 
to billions of computerised devices, all 
underpinned by vast corporate platforms 
such as Google, Amazon and Facebook.

So, how can sociology remain relevant 
in an age that is profoundly digital and 
digitised? Many sociologists are turning to a 
new, ‘digital sociology’ as a way of refocusing 
the discipline on the role of the digital in 
social life. This article outlines six ways that 
this approach can add to your sociological 
imagination.

Is digital really the norm?

Key point: Digital sociology helps you 
remember ‘the digital’ in a post-digital age.

Labelling something as ‘digital’ in 
2020 might come across as somewhat old-
fashioned. Many people argue that we now 
live in ‘post-digital’ times, where digital 
technologies, systems and processes are 
barely noticeable and simply part of the 
contemporary world.

Some social commentators are therefore 
keen to move beyond distinguishing 
between digital and analogue, online and 
offline, real and virtual, and so on. There is a 
growing sense within the social sciences that 
contemporary society is best understood as 
an entanglement of the material and the 
digital, of people and machines.

Digital sociologists are well aware of this. 
However, the emphasis on ‘digital sociology’ is 
a deliberate reminder that any idea that social 
life is seamlessly digital is highly problematic. 
For example, we continue to see huge 
disparities in people’s access to technology. 
There are also entrenched differences in 
people’s experiences of technology — 
especially the extent to which some social 
groups are advantaged and empowered by 
the digital technologies in their lives.

All told, the label ‘digital sociology’ 
reminds us that the digital is not a topic 
that sociologists can afford to stop thinking 
critically about. Instead, digital sociologists 
must strive to highlight the flaws, glitches, 
gaps and breakdowns that have followed now 
that the initial hype over ‘cyberspace’ and 
‘new media’ has faded away.

■■ Theory and Methods

EXAM LINKS 

Box 1 A selection of digital 
sociology resources

In the spirit of digital sociology, many 
relevant journals are open access. Visit…

■■ Journal of Digital Social Research

■■ Big Data & Society

■■ Social Media + Society

Most digital sociologists are very active on 
Twitter, providing a steady stream of links, 
emerging thoughts and occasional forays 
into their personal lives …

■■ @BSADigitalSoc

■■ @DALupton

■■ @claudiakincaid

■■ @jessieNYC

A few digital sociologists maintain blogs 
and even podcast series…

■■ MarkCarrigan.net

■■ simplysociologyworkpress.com

■■ thisisnnotasociology.blog

Interest in digital sociology originated in a 
few key texts and collections …

■■ Orton-Johnson, K. and Prior, N. (eds) 
(2013) Digital Sociology: Critical 
Perspectives, Palgrave.

■■ Lupton, D. (2014) Digital Sociology, 
Routledge.

■■ Daniels, J., Gregory, K. and McMillan 
Cotton, T. (eds) (2016) Digital 
Sociologies, Policy Press.

■■ Selwyn, N. (2019) What is Digital 
Sociology? Polity.
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trivial digital practices can surprise even the 
most tech-savvy observers.

On the other hand, digital sociology also 
helps us ‘make the strange familiar’. Beyond 
digital devices, apps and services is a range 
of more advanced systems and procedures 
that regular ‘end users’ are often not aware 
of. There are also many forms of emerging 
technology that look set to have a profound 
social impact, but they are discussed mainly 
by those responsible for developing and selling 
the technology. Digital sociology can reveal 
these ‘new technologies’ to public audiences 
and put them under sociological scrutiny.

There is some great sociological work 
on ‘algorithmic discrimination’ within 
artificial intelligence (the way computer 
programs can lead to discrimination based 
on social divisions such as class, gender 
and ethnicity), and on the oppressive 
forms of ‘data surveillance’ (such as smart 
speakers recording conversations) which 
are supported, for example, by ‘smart home’ 
devices. Emerging technologies such as the 
‘internet of things’ (interconnected digital 
objects, such as fridges and central heating 
systems) are also attracting closer sociological 
attention. Digital sociology gives sociologists 
a window on these ‘hidden’ technologies and 
emerging issues.

New versions of old issues
Key point: Digital sociology explores 
new examples of longstanding 
sociological concerns.

Although digital sociology addresses 
various ‘hot topics’ within digital culture 
and digital life, it is important to remember 
that this is specifically sociological work. 
Any interest in Instagram, TikTok or Baby 
Yoda memes must be grounded in basic 
sociological concerns over social structure, 
political economy, power relations, and so on. 
In this sense, digital sociology is concerned 
with the shifting nature of familiar social 
issues that otherwise tend to be overlooked 
in discussions about digital technology.

For example, digital sociologists pay 
close attention to the changing nature of 
socialisation, culture and identity in an age 
of internet subcultures, virtual communities 
and the online ‘attention economy’. 
Elsewhere, digital sociology is also focused 
on issues of social differentiation, power and 
stratification.

For example, researchers continue to 
map persistent patterns of ‘digital exclusion’ 
among various groups, such as older adults, 
the unemployed and dis/abled populations 

who may, for example, be disadvantaged in 
access to goods, services and opportunities 
because of their lack of digital resources or 
know-how. Digital sociology can tell us how 
these long-standing sociological concerns 
about inequality are both continuing 
and changing in the face of ongoing 
technological changes.

Importantly, too, these issues and 
problems are not addressed in a defeatist 
manner. Digital sociologists are committed 
to ‘thinking otherwise’ about technologies 
and social change. As such, digital sociology 
involves an active and committed search 
for alternative digital technologies, tools, 
techniques, processes and practices which 
may help produce greater social justice.

New versions of old theories
Key point: Digital sociology is a great 
excuse to look at familiar social theorists, 
but with fresh eyes.

Late nineteenth-century sociology rose 
in response to the emerging industrial era 
and the rise of science over religion. This 
means that the discipline’s ‘founding fathers’ 
actually have plenty to say about technology 
and society. For example, the machines of 
modern industry form a central element 

of Karl Marx’s account of the economic 
system of capitalism. Elsewhere, Max 
Weber wrote widely on the development of 
industrial, military, architectural and musical 
technologies.

Alongside these familiar names are less-
known twentieth-century theorists who can 
also contribute to current understandings of 
technology. Current discussions of digital 
surveillance and control continue to be 
influenced, for example, by French theorist 
Michel Foucault’s writing on the panopticon, 
the all-seeing central tower of prison which 
now has digital equivalents. Another 
example is the writing of Gilles Deleuze 
on ‘the societies of control’ (which looks 
at limitations on the everyday freedoms of 
individuals).

Digital sociology also follows in the wake 
of earlier sociological literature on technology. 
For example, ‘science and technology 
studies’ (which examine social influence on 
science) has provided 40 years of analysis of 
the development of innovations, from the 
bicycle to the Excel spreadsheet. Similarly, 
recent accounts of the rise of the ‘information 
society’ (in which information becomes 
the key resource), from sociologists such as 
Manuel Castells, remain very important.
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Perhaps most interesting of all is the 
tradition of ‘feminist technology studies’ — 
for example, Cynthia Cockburn’s work on 
the computerisation of work. This research 
highlights the role of technology in the 
reproduction of gender inequalities and 
injustices, as well as the likely unintended 
consequences and hidden costs of technology 
use. Digital sociologists must build on the 
heritage of these other sociologies.

New theories
Key point: Digital sociology pushes you to 
engage with new thinking and theory.

While it seeks to continue and complement 
these ‘old’ theories and traditions, digital 
sociology is also always looking out for new 
explanations and theories. While Marx and 
Foucault remain very useful, they were writing 
at very different times about very different 
technologies: they contain significant blind 
spots by the standards of 2020. For example, 
neither Marx nor Foucault have much to say on 
how digital technologies are connected with 
issues of race, sexuality, disability and so on.

In this sense, digital sociologists are 
also keen to adopt new thinking about 
technology from writers who might not 
identify themselves as sociologists per se. 
In particular, there is a wealth of exciting 
new work on ‘digital’ matters that crosses 
disciplines. Some of the best thinking here 
is now coming from people working across 
disciplinary areas such as in computing, 
philosophy, geography, literature and design.

For example, Wendy Chun’s historical 
work on the early internet has pushed forward 
our understandings of online freedoms and 
constraints and the way academics now 
struggle to keep pace with the speed of change 
in the digital world. Those studying global 
climate change, for instance, have consistently 
argued that by the time we know whether or 
not their predictions are true, it will be too 
late. Elsewhere, some great new insights are 
being produced by artists, whose creative 
work addresses digital topics. In short, digital 
sociologists can learn from other disciplines.

New methodologies
Key point: Digital sociologists must also 
push themselves to be open-minded about 
research methods.

Of course, there is still an important 
place for the continued use of the standard 
sociological methods of questionnaires, 
interviews, participant and non-participant 
observation. Yet, digital sociological research 
also tries to draw on digitally-orientated 

methods. These include the sociological 
uses of ‘big data’, alongside analyses of 
‘small data’ (including data ethnography, 
and other approaches to investigating the 
intimacies of digital life). There is also 
growing interest in digital ethnography and 
social network analysis.

These methods can pose a number of 
challenges for social science researchers. 
While sociologists are often comfortable to 
adopt digitally-related qualitative methods, 
the discipline remains lacking in data skills. 
Perhaps the most important skills for the 
new generation of sociologists will be to 
have a good working knowledge of computer 
science, data science and social science.

Conclusion
In the 2020s, sociologists will have to turn 
their attention toward the social complexities 
of the digital age. Digital sociology therefore 
marks a timely opportunity for sociologists 
to reinvigorate their craft and develop their 
thinking and their practice.

Digital sociology pushes sociologists 
to make connections with other areas that 
are already engaging critically on digital 
questions and digital settings. Digital 
sociology challenges us to take ownership 
of ideas, methods and techniques that 
have not traditionally been part of the 
sociological toolkit.

Of course, it is important to not get too 
carried away. Digital sociology is not a 
completely new (or superior) way of ‘doing’ 
sociology. The past 150 years of ‘pre-digital’ 
sociology are not suddenly rendered useless 
by these emerging trends. Instead, digital 
sociology marks a concerted attempt by a 
broad range of sociologists to engage fully 

with social settings that are now profoundly 
digital and digitised.

In this sense, digital sociology should be 
seen as a ‘moment’ rather than a ‘movement’. 
In other words, it is not a unified, dogmatic 
set of principles. Rather, it is a loose, but 
deliberate, refocusing of our attention, effort 
and thinking.

Twenty years from now, there may well 
not be too much talk of a specific ‘digital 
sociology’. But this may be because, by then, 
all elements of sociology will be digital. In 
the meantime, this is a new sociological trend 
that is well worth paying attention to.

Sociologist also study 
technology-related 
behaviour that has become 
part of ‘the norm’ 
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■■ As we all get used to living in a digital 
(some would say post-digital) age, new 
opportunities are created for sociologists 
to explore some of the impacts this has 
for individuals and society.

■■ Digital sociology explores the 
disparities in access to new 
technologies, and the role of 
technology in a wide variety of 
important areas, such as the exercise 
of power, the sometimes unforeseen 
influence of social media, the nature of 
work, gender inequalities, and so on.

■■ Digital sociology not only offers 
sociologists areas of research, but also 
new research methods, for example in 
the use of ‘big data’.

KEY POINTS 

Neil Selwyn is a professor in the Faculty 
of Education, Monash University in 
Australia. His research and teaching 
focuses on the place of digital media in 
everyday life.



UNDERSTANDING DATA

Families and 
marriage
Changes in data trends signal significant social changes — but not always for the same 
reason, or in the same direction. Explore some data from the Office for National Statistics

Fertility rates
Women’s lives — perhaps more than the lives of men — have changed 
markedly over the past 50 years. More are going into higher education 
and delaying partnerships and marriage today in order to develop their 
careers. This has had a major impact on families and households. One 
indicator of such changes is the fertility rate for women in different age 
categories in England and Wales (see Figure 1). More women aged 40 
years and over have been choosing to have children, while for women 

in their 20s, fertility rates have been falling fairly consistently since 
the 1960s. Women aged 30 to 34 years have had the highest fertility 
rate of any age group since 2004. Prior to this, women aged 25 to 29 
years generally had the highest rate. All this indicates that women are 
progressively delaying childbearing. Figure 1 shows various ‘spikes’ in 
fertility rates since 1938. Can you explain why?
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Figure 1 Age-specific fertility rates, England and Wales (1938 to 2018)
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Marriage rates
Rising female power and ambition may also help to explain why the age 
distribution of the married population in England and Wales has shifted, 
even over a 10-year period between 2008 and 2018. In 2008, 60- to 
64-year-olds were most likely to be married, at 74.8%. In 2018, 55- to 
59-year-olds had the highest proportion married, at 69.0%. However, 
this is lower than the 2008 figure for 55-to 59-year-olds, of 73.8%. 

These figures reflect the overall decline in the relative size of the group 
of married people, but it has not been consistent across all ages. Much 
of the decrease is concentrated between ages 20 to 34 years and 45 
to 69 years. People at younger ages are postponing marriage or not 
getting married at all. 
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Figure 2 Percentages of married people aged 16 years and over in 2008 and 2018, England and Wales

John Williams is a managing editor of Sociology Review.

Same-sex marriages
However, the legalisation of same-sex marriages in March 2014 
has produced an interesting opposite effect in relation to marriage 
— a rapid growth in same-sex marriage couple families, at least in 
the UK. Since 2017, the number of same-sex UK marriage couple 
families doubled, to 68,000 (a statistically significant increase) 
representing 29.4% of all same-sex couple families in 2018, 
compared with only 8.9% in 2015 (Figure 3). This contrasts to 
opposite-sex couple families in which 79.4% are married couple 
families and 20.6% are cohabiting couple families. The trends for 
opposite-sex and same-sex couple families are going in opposite 
directions, with the share of opposite-sex married couple families 
decreasing, while opposite-sex cohabiting couple families are 
increasing (although at a much slower rate of change than for 
same-sex couple families). 
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Figure 3 Change in same-sex family distributions, UK (2015 to 2018)
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country in 2015, including parts of Liverpool 
and Manchester, show these localities had 
sentencing rates of over 440 per 100,000 
people. By comparison, some of the least 
deprived areas had rates of less than 40 per 
100,000 (Scott 2018).

When a government is cutting back on 
welfare and facilitating growing social and 
economic inequalities, there is inevitably 
an increasing emphasis on the prison as an 
answer to mounting social problems. Indeed, 
there is strong evidence that the lower the 
spending of a country’s GDP on welfare 

There can be little doubt that most 
countries sentence too many people 
to prison. In 2016 there were more 

than 10.3 million people in prison across 
the planet. England and Wales have one of 
the highest rates of imprisonment in Western 
Europe. In December 1992, 40,600 people 
were in prisons in England and Wales. Yet 
by December 2011 this figure had more than 
doubled, to over 88,000 people. Prisoner 
populations in England and Wales remain 
at historically very high levels (Scott 2018).

It seems logical to assume that such an 
increase in the use of imprisonment is directly 
linked to rising crime. In fact, the crime 
rate for long periods over the last 25 years 
has gone down. This suggests that prison 

populations are at record high levels because 
of punitive sentencing practices, which are 
justified by politicians who talk down the 
inherent harms of imprisonment, and talk 
up claims of its effectiveness in reducing 
crime. But we should also recognise that 
rising prisoner numbers are intimately tied 
to growing social and economic inequalities.

Punishing the poor
The rate of imprisonment in England within 
the most deprived local authority areas is at 
least six times greater than the rate within 
the least deprived local authority areas. Figures 
from some of the most deprived areas in the 

Do prisons work?
Exploring data on imprisonment

David Scott
England and Wales have one of the highest rates of imprisonment in the 
developed world. But do prisons deliver on crime reduction and rehabilitation?

■■ Crime and Deviance

EXAM LINKS 

Critics emphasise that prisons 
are used disproportionately 
against the most deprived and 
vulnerable people

Should we call for an immediate 
radical reduction in the prison 
population?
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fear of crime, the escalating use of prisons 
increases the public’s sense of insecurity.

Do prisons rehabilitate?
A common justification for the record high 
prison population is the claim that prisons 
somehow ‘work’. Yet a great many people who 
are sent to prison will re-offend, sometimes 
within a very short period of time. More than 
half of ex-prisoners will commit a further 
crime within 1 year of release (PRT 2019). 
Prisons, then, do not appear to be very good 
at rehabilitation.

Prisons have always been more likely 
to de-habilitate those they contain than 
rehabilitate them. For rehabilitation to be 
effective, offenders require individualised 
treatments and therapeutic interventions to 
address their specific behavioural difficulties. 
For someone to embrace change in a positive 
way, it is essential that they feel able to be 
open to others, to show their vulnerability. 
This is how new pro-social identities can be 
nurtured, but it is something that is virtually 
impossible to deliver within a prison.

and social support, the higher the prison 
populations (Scott 2013).

Vulnerable
Critics of the current use of imprisonment 
argue that not only do prisons fail to 
reduce crime and harm in society, they 
actually increase them. Furthermore, 
critics emphasise that prisons are used 
disproportionately against the most deprived 
and vulnerable people. A very large number 
of the people we send to prison have grown 
up in care homes; experienced abuse as a 
child or witnessed family violence; can barely 
read or write; have been expelled or truanted 
from school; were unemployed or on benefits 
before imprisonment; and have multiple and 
often serious mental health problems (Scott 
and Codd 2010).

Family members
The increasing use of prisons also leads to a 
rise in the number of children left without 
fathers or mothers, more elders left without 
carers, and other members of the family, such 

as partners, suffering financial hardships 
(Scott and Codd 2010).

The victims of crime
Prisons also do very little to help victims 
of crime. Imprisonment may remove an 
offender from the community for a little 
while, but as this neither meets their needs 
or redresses the harm against the victim, 
prisons may do little to increase public 
safety. Furthermore, rather than reducing 

Cohen, S. and Taylor, L. (1972) Psychological 
Survival, Penguin.

INQUEST (2018). See www.inquest.org.uk

Prison Reform Trust (2019) Bromley Briefing, 
PRT.

Scott, D. (ed.) (2013) Why Prison? 
Cambridge University Press.

Scott, D. (2018) Against Imprisonment, 
Waterside Press.

Scott, D. and Codd, H. (2010) Controversial 
Issues in Prisons, Open University Press.
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Life in prison
The deprivations that characterise daily 
prison life and the enforced separation 
from loved ones and intimate relationships, 
combine to largely block the possibility to be 
emotionally vulnerable. Indeed, rather than 
building new life-affirming relationships 
and/or therapeutic alliances, prisons, 
overwhelmingly, lead to the breaking of 
significant ties, bonds and attachments. 
Prisoners are forced to endure a hostile daily 
existence which encourages watchfulness, 
anxiety, fear and the building of defences, 
rather than the openness and capacity to be 
vulnerable that rehabilitation necessarily 
requires (Scott 2018).

Violence in prisons
A further obstacle to rehabilitation is the fear 
of physical violence. Yet the current problems 
of prisons in England and Wales cannot be 
explained away by simply suggesting that 
more violent prisoners are being imported 
into prisons. About 60% of people in prison 
in England and Wales were sentenced 
for drugs and/or property offences (PRT 
2019). Furthermore, many people who 
are convicted for violent offences have first 
been imprisoned for property offences. 
Prisons systemically generate conflict 
and antagonism through oppressive daily 
regimes. Historically and today, physical 
violence has been perpetrated by both 
prisoners and prison officers, pointing 
as much to the pathological nature of the 
regime as it does to individuals.

Prisoners in England and Wales today 
are living at times in appalling physical 
conditions and there have been increasing 
levels of prisoner disorder in recent times 
— the specialist National Tactical Response 
Group (NTRG) was deployed to deal with 
disturbances on 580 occasions in 2018.

Prison officers
Rises in the recorded number of incidents of 
prisoner violence, especially physical assaults, 

have sometimes been used to support calls 
for increases in numbers of prison officers. 
Prison officers are actually very unlikely to 
be seriously hurt by prisoners. The last prison 
officer murdered in prison while on duty in 
England and Wales was Derek Lambert, back 
in 1965, some 55 years ago (Scott 2018).

Coping with prison time: using 
drugs
Drug use is widespread in prison today 
because prisoners take chemical comforts 
to get through the monotonous and 
boring daily existence of prison life. The 
relationship between ‘drugs’ and violence 
in prisons in England and Wales has 
been recorded since at least the 1860s, 
albeit then the focus was on alcohol and 
cigarettes as the cause of problems.

Drug-taking in prison should be 
considered against two of the most painful 
harms of imprisonment — the conscious 
experience of time and the loss of personal 
autonomy. Prison life is both highly 
regulated and filled with emptiness. 
Prisons are all about the wasting and 
loss of time, and drug usage can distort 
or even suspend the passing of time. 
Drugs, especially cannabis, can be a means 
of controlling unstructured time by inducing 
sleep, thus making time consciousness much 
less evident. Psychoactive drugs, such as 
‘Spice’, alter perception, mood and can induce 
unconsciousness.

That psychoactive drugs, including ‘Spice’, 
cause serious damage to health and impact 
negatively on behaviour is weighed against 

the ways in which they ease the pains of 
confinement for the prisoner. Taking drugs 
can help mask the harsh realities of penal 
regimes and ease the consequences of being 
exposed to low levels of mental and physical 
stimulation. Imprisonment is highly stressful 
and taking drugs can become a crucial coping 
mechanism to get through hard times and the 
mundane daily monotony of prison life (Scott 
and Codd 2010).

Are prisons harmful for 
prisoners?
Since at least the 1940s, there have been 
numerous scientific studies showing that 
long-term prison sentences are extremely 
dangerous to human wellbeing. Long-term 
imprisonment, especially when it involves 
periods of solitary confinement, can lead 
to the deterioration of the body and the 
ruination of the mind (Cohen and Taylor 
1972). The longer that prisoners or staff 
spend within these toxic and hostile penal 
environments, the more likely they are to 
experience long-term harm. Long-term 
prisoners can become ‘ghosts’ of their former 
selves and many find it extremely difficult to 
build sustainable lives and relationships on 
release. Damaged by the prison experience, 
they can become isolated, abandoned 
and forgotten.

Prisons can also result in people self-
harming or talking their own life. There 
were more than 60,000 incidents of self-
harm recorded in prisons in England and 
Wales during 2018–19. The charity INQUEST 
(2018) notes that 4,640 prisoners have died in 

Prisoners in England and Wales 
today are living at times in 
appalling physical conditions

Prisons have always been more 
likely to de-habilitate those they 
contain than rehabilitate them
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David Scott is an activist scholar who 
works at The Open University. He 
is co-founding editor of the journal 
Justice, Power and Resistance. He is 
author or editor of 12 books, including 
the International Handbook on Penal 
Abolition (forthcoming).

prison between 1990 and 2018. Some 2,075 of 
these deaths were self-inflicted. Self-inflicted 
deaths and self-harm must be situated within 
the intensification of the everyday pains and 
deprivations of prison life.

The general lack of privacy and intimacy; 
the forced relationships between prisoners 
sharing a cell; insufficient living space and 
personal possessions; the indignity of eating 
and sleeping in what is in effect a lavatory; 
living daily with the unpleasant smells of 
body odour, urine and excrement, all of 
these are profoundly painful and harmful. 
Prisons can also sever prisoners from past 
relationships, while security restrictions 
mean they lose control of their lives in 
the present.

In the end, prisons will always be places 
that take things away. For many prisoners, 
they offer lonely, isolating and brutalising 
experiences. Combined with the painful 
awareness of the passing of wasted time, the 
bland mundaneness of prison life can lead 
to thoughts of death (suicidal ideas). Prison 
abolitionists have argued that many of the 
fundamental pains of imprisonment can be 
neither effectively ameliorated nor removed.

Should we radically reduce 
prison populations?
It seems questionable that prisons do much to 
deter crime, and they clearly have problems 
‘rehabilitating’ prisoners for law-abiding 
lives in the community. Instead, they deliver 
suffering, punishment and incapacitation. 
Yet, symbolically, they are a demonstration 
that ‘justice’ is being done and that the 
‘system works’.

Should we recognise that prisons are 
harmful places making people more likely 
to engage in violent behaviour and call 
for an immediate radical reduction in the 
prison population? We might then have 
a genuinely democratic and sufficiently 
well-informed debate about the continued 
existence of the prison in its current form. 
Prisons are potentially deadly environments 
for prisoners. For prison staff, prisons are 
also toxic environments. Stress and illness 
are perils of prison work.

In short, prisons do little to encourage 
health, education, renewal, care, compassion, 

decency or any of the other values that most 
societies and individuals cherish. Instead, 
they seem to stimulate humiliation, illness, 
anger, hatred and punishment. They are 
places that encourage moral indifference 
between staff and prisoners, where the shared 
humanity of prisoners and staff is neutralised 
and where the pain and suffering of one 
another is ignored.

Conclusion
For the wider public, prisons may give 
the impression that they are addressing 
social harms and interpersonal violence. It 
might also be argued that through prison 
sentences we are taking some of the most 
serious harms we face as individuals and 
communities, such as sexual violence, 
seriously. But focusing on this example 
alone, it is estimated that only a very 
small number of people who engage in 
sexual offences, domestic violence and 
child abuse (perhaps as low as 1% of the 
latter) are actually sent to prison (Scott 
and Codd 2010).

The criminal process also fails to 
deliver for victims of all types of violence. 
Those who favour abolishing prisons 
entirely urgently require radical ideas 
and interventions that meet the needs of 
victims, but also acknowledge and hold 
to account those who perpetrate the most 
harmful behaviours in modern societies. 
This is no easy task.

Perhaps we should only ever consider 
punishing people with a bad conscience 
and see the prison sentence as an option of 
absolute last resort (Scott 2018). This is clearly 
not the case today. Rather than investing in 
prisons, perhaps we should demand more 
investment in our communities, in our social 
lives, and in programmes that emphasise the 
importance of social justice for everyone.

Long-term prisoners can 
become ‘ghosts’ of their former 
selves

■■ The UK has one of the highest rates of 
imprisonment in Western Europe, but 
the current system fails to meet both the 
needs of prisoners and of society at large.

■■ Imprisonment is used disproportionately 
against the poor and vulnerable and 
fails to rehabilitate, instead exposing 
prisoners to violence, drug-taking, 
self-harm and the breakdown of 
relationships with their family.

■■ A new approach is needed, which 
includes investing in communities and 
developing programmes which focus both 
on rehabilitation and on social justice.
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What did the Gender Social Norms results show?
Analysis of the results showed that worldwide, 91% of men and 86% 
of women showed at least one clear bias, meaning that only 14% of 
women and just under 10% of men showed no gender social norms 
bias. Overall, at least 90% of men and women hold some sort of bias 
against females. The result of these biases is that there are no countries 
in the world with gender equality.

What is perhaps surprising is that women showed almost as 
much bias as men, indicating just how strong and widespread gender 
stereotypes are, and how ‘gender’ is above all a social construct. 

Looking more closely at the data makes uncomfortable reading.

Labour market
Globally, almost 50% of men said that they had more right to a job 
than women. On average, across the world women are paid less than 

Discrimination against females, whether overt or unconscious, 
is often the result of stereotypes — beliefs about what males 
and females are good or not good at, or are suited, or not 

suited to. How does sociology approach such issues?
Sociology students are well aware of the many areas of society, 

both in the UK and globally, in which women fare less well than 
men. Gender inequality can be found throughout society, including 
in the family, in education, in the workplace, in health and in seats 
of power, such as governments.

Feminists would argue that these inequalities are a result of 
patriarchy — that all spheres of life are dominated by, and work in 
the interests of, males. The traditional functionalist view would be 
that patterns of gender simply reflect the ‘natural’ abilities of males 
and females — women are the carers, nurturers and homemakers, 
while men are leaders and decisionmakers both inside and 
outside the home.

How do you measure bias?
In 2020, the United Nations published its Gender Social Norms Index, 
as part of the UN Development Programme. The underlying research 
looked at 75 countries, between them representing over 80% of the 
world’s population. The focus was on the extent of gender equality 
in each country. 

The Gender Social Norms Index presented respondents with a 
series of statements, with a number of options indicating the extent to 
which they agreed or disagreed with the statement. (See Table 1.)

Also published as part of the UN Development Programme was 
the Gender Inequality Index, which looked at the position of women 
in 162 countries. For this index, gender inequalities were measured 
in three important aspects of human development.
1 Reproductive health — measured by the maternal mortality rate 
(women dying in, or as a result of, childbirth) and the adolescent birth 
rate (the number of births to girls aged 15–19 per 1,000 females in 
the population). Reducing this rate improves maternal wellbeing and 
reduces infant mortality.
2 Empowerment — measured by the proportion of parliamentary 
seats occupied by women; and also the proportion of adult men and 
women aged 25 or over with at least some secondary education.
3 Economic status — measured by the labour force participation 
rate of men and women aged 15 and over.

Here again, though some countries had shown improvement in 
some areas when compared to earlier years, the researchers found 
marked differences between males and females.

Gender bias
How widespread are gender-based stereotypes and the bias and discrimination that 
stem from them? What are the consequences, both for individuals and for societies?

RESEARCH ROUNDUP
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Box 1 Quotations

World Economic Forum
Globally, only 55% of women (aged 15–64) are engaged in the labour 
market as opposed to 78% of men.

There are 72 countries where women are barred from opening bank 
accounts or obtaining credit.

There is no country where men spend the same amount of time on 
unpaid work as women. In countries where the ratio is lowest, it is 
still 2:1.

Gender parity has a fundamental bearing on whether or not 
economies and societies thrive. Developing and deploying one-half 
of the world’s available talent has a huge bearing on the growth, 
competitiveness and future-readiness of economies and businesses 
worldwide.

Gender Social Norms Index
In the 50 countries where adult women are more educated than men, 
they still receive on average 39% less income than men, despite 
devoting more time to work.

Julia Gilliard, reported on BBC News 8 March 2020
Widening access to education for girls has a ‘multiplier effect’ for 
communities — improving women’s chances in employment, delaying 
marriage, making families more prosperous, and increasing the health 
of the next generation of children.



Table 1 Definition of bias for the indicators of the multidimensional Gender Social Norms Index

Dimension Indicator Choices Bias definition

Political Men make better political leaders than 
women do

Strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly 
disagree

Strongly agree and agree

Women have the same rights as men 1, not essential, to 10, essential Intermediate form: 1–7

Educational University is more important for a man 
than for a woman

Strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly 
disagree

Strongly agree and agree

Economic Men should have more right to a job than 
women do

Strongly agree, agree, disagree, strongly 
disagree

Strongly agree and agree

Men make better business executives than 
women do

Agree, neither, disagree Agree

Source: Mukhopadhyay, Rivera and Tapia (2019)
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men and are less likely to be in a senior position. Globally, 40% of 
people thought that men made better business executives. In the UK, 
25% of people thought this, and also that men should have more right 
to a job than women.

Domestic violence
Almost a third of respondents thought that it was acceptable for men 
to hit their partner.

Leadership
Almost half of the world’s men and women think that men make 
better political leaders than women. Fifty-five per cent of respondents 
in China agreed with that, and 39% in the USA, which has yet to elect 
a female president. However, in New Zealand, which at the time of 
the survey had a female political leader, only 27% of people agreed 
with the statement. Latin America and the Caribbean had the highest 
percentage of parliamentary seats held by women (31%) while South 
Asian countries had the lowest, at 17%. (See Table 2.)
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Table 2 Share of seats in parliament held by women in selected 
regions

Region Percentage

Arab States 18.3

East Asia and Pacific 20.3

Europe and Central Asia 21.2

Latin America and the Caribbean 31

South Asia 17.1

Sub-Saharan Africa 23.5

Source: United Nations Development Programme

Jacinda Aderne, prime minister of 
New Zealand. Fewer people in New 
Zealand thought that men make 
better political leaders than women

Around a third of respondents 
said it was acceptable for men 
to hit their partner



Some consequences of gender bias

There is obviously a serious issue of social justice. Why should a group 
of people be denied the same opportunities as others as a result of 
their gender (or race, sexuality, age, social class, religion, etc.)? In 
terms of gender, in addition to the individual consequences, there are 
serious consequences for society, particularly in the developing world.

Let’s take a closer look at a couple of areas showing considerable 
gender disparity.

Education

Education is, of course, a crucial factor if people are to reach their 
potential, and it is in this area that some of the greatest disparities 
between males and females are found. Even when girls receive some 
education, they are likely to leave school much earlier than boys. Every 
10 minutes, about eight girls under the age of 15 give birth, mostly 
in the world’s poorest countries, and most never return to school. 

Julia Gilliard, former prime minister of Australia, currently chairs 
the Global Partnership for Education (GPE) which raises funds in 
the developed world to support education in some 70 of the world’s 
poorest countries. The figures are staggering — about 130 million 
girls are completely missing from school. A UN Report in 2020 
warned that a third of girls aged between 10 and 18 have never been 
to school. Ms Gilliard said: ‘If we want to hit our economic objectives 
for development, for peace and security, climate change — it can only 
be done if girls are in school and learning.’

Women in politics
At the time of writing, in 193 countries only 10 women were heads 
of government, down from 15 in 2014. Does this matter? Are there 
differences in the priorities of men and women in positions of power?

The American state of Nevada provides an interesting example. 
In December 2018 it became the first state to have a female majority 
(51%) in the legislature. There were five pieces of legislation passed 
in Nevada in 2019 which commentators said were helped by the fact 
that there was a majority of women. These were:

 ■ Compensating firefighters who developed breast, ovarian or 
uterine cancer as a result of being exposed to toxic contaminants and 
carcinogens. These types of cancer had previously been excluded 

Cheung, H. (4 March 2020) ‘Did first female-majority legislature in 
US make a difference?’ BBC News. Available at: www.tinyurl/com/
yx5ouyzf.

Coughlan, S. (8 March 2020) ‘Reaching 130 million girls with no 
access to school’ BBC News. Available at: www.tinyurl/com/
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is greater than we think’. Available at: www.tinyurl/com/ycdf6fo6.
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Inequality Index’. Available at: www.tinyurl/com/p9kc9pz.
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questions (23%). This suggests that prejudice and bias against females 
may be even more prevalent than other data show. 

The best performers
No country has achieved complete gender equality. However, some 
have achieved much more than others. The World Economic Forum 
has listed the top ten countries in this regard. (See Table 3.)

How long to close the gender gap?
The World Economic Forum issued a report in December 2019 which 
looked at how long it would take in different parts of the world, if 
current trends continued, to being about parity between men and 
women. Their conclusions were not encouraging — on average, it will 
take almost 100 years. (See Table 4.)

Conclusion
There is widespread prejudice and bias against females throughout 
the world, resulting in profound effects not only on those directly 
experiencing such discrimination, but on the societies in which they 
live. Improvements in both attitudes and practices are taking place, 
but overall progress is very slow. A fundamental change in attitudes 
is needed before both men and women can benefit equally from, and 
make a full contribution to, the society in which they live.

from the list, as it hadn’t been recognised that there are an increasing 
number of women firefighters.

 ■ Paid leave, including sick leave, for employees. The legislation 
stated that all companies with 50 or more employees had to provide 
at least 40 hours a year of paid leave, which was to include sick leave. 
Very few American employees, especially those in lower-paid jobs, 
receive any paid sick leave, meaning that to take time off work to see 
a doctor or care for a sick family member results in loss of wages. The 
prevalent culture regards taking time off work as a weakness.

 ■ Equal pay legislation. Companies who knowingly practise gender 
pay discrimination can now be subject to fines. Women in Nevada 
earn about 86 cents for every dollar earned by a man.

 ■ The decriminalisation of some acts linked to abortion, such as 
providing pills that induced a miscarriage. The legislation also 
removed the requirement that physicians performing abortions 
determine a woman’s age and marital status and explain the ‘physical 
and emotional implications’ of the procedure before carrying it out.

 ■ A series of laws relating to domestic violence, sexual assault and 
sex trafficking.

There are obviously countries in which male-dominated 
governments have passed similar pieces of legislation, but in the 
USA, the Nevada legislation was, in many ways, ground-breaking 
and showed a more female-oriented focus than in other states.

More bias than we know against women in power?
Research by Adrian Hoffmann and Jochen Musch at the Heinrich 
Heine University in Dusseldorf, Germany, indicates that participants 
in studies looking at people’s feelings about women leaders may often 
not give truthful answers, choosing instead to offer more ‘socially 
desirable’ views. The research looked at responses from 1,529 German 
students, using either direct questions or the ‘Crosswise Model’ a 
tool designed to ensure anonymity and confidentiality in order to 
reduce ‘social desirability bias’. The results showed that respondents 
were significantly more prejudiced against women (37%) when the 
Crosswise Model was used than they were when replying to direct 

Joan Garrod is a managing editor of Sociology Review.
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Table 3 Top ten countries for gender equality

Country
Score (Complete gender equality would 
result in a score of 1)

Iceland 0.877

Norway 0.842

Finland 0.832

Sweden 0.820

Nicaragua 0.804

New Zealand 0.799

Ireland 0.798

Spain 0.795

Rwanda 0.791

Germany 0.787

Source: World Economic Forum

Table 4 Time taken to achieve gender parity (in years) in different 
regions

Region Number of years

Western Europe 54

Latin America and Caribbean 59

South Africa 71.5

Sub-Saharan Africa 95

Eastern Europe and Central Asia 107

Middle East and North Africa 140

North America 151

East Asia and the Pacific 103

Source: World Economic Forum

In the US, firefighters are 
now compensated for female 
forms of cancer arising from 
exposure to toxins at work 
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MPs were people of colour. Finally, Oxbridge 
graduates (1% of the population) made up 
21% of all the MPs elected in 2019.

The private sector
In the private sector, and looking at those 
educated in the UK alone, a large proportion 
of the elite in 2019 remains independently 
educated: 57% of the Sunday Times Rich List, 
and 48% of FTSE 350 CEOs. Dame Martina 
Milburn, chair of the Social Mobility 
Commission, concluded in the report that: 
‘It is time to close the power gap and ensure 
that those who hold the reins of power can 
relate to and represent ordinary people.’ That 
may take some time.

The report Elitist Britain’ (2019) sees 
the 2019 Brexit vote as both reflecting 
and deepening social divisions across 

the nation. It states that the Brexit debate 
broadly reflected other divides: southern-
based, higher educated, middle-class 
remainers, versus northern, lower-educated, 
working-class leavers. Furthermore, it would 
increasingly seem that ‘ordinary’ people are 
expressing low levels of trust in the ‘elite’ — 
those at the highest levels of politics, business 
and the media.

Evidence suggests that social mobility 
across the UK is low and not improving 
quickly. Did frustration about lack of social 
mobility feed into the Brexit outcome? What is 
clear is that large parts of the UK population, 
defined by education, social class and 
geography, feel that they lack opportunity.

Elite education
The report shows that two-fifths (39%) of 
those in elite positions in the UK — judges, 
government ministers, journalists, diplomats, 
lords, etc. — attended independent schools. 
That is more than five times as many as the 
UK population at large (7%). The prospects 

‘ of those educated at private schools getting 
into elite jobs remains much stronger than 
for those in state schools.

However, one bright note is that policy shift 
and generational change has seen university 
attendance rising across different social 
sectors, as the increased number of graduates 
in the population slowly filters upwards.

Politicians
The research was completed before the 2019 
general election. Of the 2017 Commons 
intake, 29% of MPs came from a private 
school background, four times higher than 
the electorate they represent. The House of 
Lords was even less representative: 57% of 
its members were privately educated, a rising 
figure because of recent Lords’ appointments 
by Conservative prime ministers. The Tory 
cabinet, at the time of analysis (spring 2019), 
comprised 39% independently educated 
members. Labour’s more socially diverse 
shadow cabinet had 9%.

In the election of 2019, privately educated 
Conservative MPs dropped to 39% (from 
41%), while 70% of Labour MPs had been to 
comprehensive schools, and one in ten of all 
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Girls, crime 
and gangs

Clare Choak
What exactly is a ‘gang’? Why do we assume that gang  
activity is almost exclusively the preserve of young men?

Moving into a masculine world?
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Women as ‘double deviants’
Many women’s lives have been constrained 
by conventional ideas about femininity and 
the view that they should take on a caring or 
peacekeeping role. As a result, their criminal 
behaviour is considered more rebellious 
because male deviance has become the norm 
through which female deviance is viewed.

Criminal females have been regarded as 
‘doubly deviant’ (Swart 1991) for displaying 
similar behaviour to that expected from 
their male counterparts. They are deviant 
for committing crime, but they are doubly 
deviant because they are also contravening 
the traditional ideas of what it means to 
be female. Unwillingness to accept that 
women have a propensity to commit crime 
has meant that female offenders have been 
defined in the past as being in need of 
medical or psychological treatment for their 
criminal actions.

Feminist criminology

Feminist criminology emerged to draw 
attention to the ‘invisibility’ of women in the 
criminal justice system. The lack of attention 

Given that 95% of the prison 
population in England and Wales 
are men (HM Government 2018), 

it is understandable why most people might 
associate crime with men and masculinity, 
rather than with women and femininity. 
Many types of crime cannot be imagined 
without the presence of men and boys, and 
masculinity itself can be accomplished, and 
developed, by participation in criminal 
activities. There are specific crimes associated 
with men and others associated with women.

For example, men tend to be linked to 
more serious crime, such as murder or rape, 
whereas women tend to be associated with 
crimes such as prostitution or shoplifting. 
There will of course be deviations from 
these norms. For example, a tiny sample 
of women do commit murder. However, 
when this does happen it creates far bigger 
shockwaves because it is less common and 
contravenes traditional ideas of what it means 
to be feminine.

The social construction of gender
The association of masculinity with crime has 
a long history, with the social construction of 
masculinity and femininity becoming more 
prominent in Britain during the Victorian 
era. Social constructionism suggests that 
ideas about what constitutes masculinity and 
femininity have become more contested.

Many people mistakenly use the term 
sex and gender interchangeably, but sex is 
the biological body that we are born with 
and gender is the social construction of 
what it means to be a man or woman in a 
particular society. This notion of being 
‘socially constructed’ also means that ideas 
surrounding gender will change according to 
time, culture and the individual.

It is important to note that social 
construction means there is a range of 
available masculinities and femininities in 
any society. However, there are dominant and 
stereotypical ideas attached to both genders 
that, while created historically, have legacies 
that are still evident in the UK today.

Victorian legacies
During the Victorian period, there was a focus 
on the differences between men and women 
via identifying separate ideological masculine 
and feminine spheres. These understandings 
were underpinned by the dichotomies 
of nature/culture, domestic/public and 
reproduction/production that positioned 
men as intellectuals and breadwinners, and 
women as domestic objects.

Males were typically viewed as rational 
work-orientated beings, while women and 
their perceived aptitude for emotion were 
deemed more suited to the home and family 
life. This was also a white middle-class gender 
model that excluded poor women who had 
to work outside the home and which also 
demonstrated that people cannot necessarily 
be fitted into neatly gendered boxes.

Girls, crime 
and gangs

■■ Crime and Deviance

■■ Gender

■■ Culture and Identity

EXAM LINKS 
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The association of masculinity 
with crime has a long history

Below is an AQA-style question. Rather 
than an Item, as would appear in the exam, 
this question asks you to draw your answers 
from any appropriate material in the article.

Applying material from the article, 
analyse two reasons why crime is usually 
associated with males and masculinity. 
(10 marks)

Remember the important word ‘analyse’ 
— don’t simply state a probable reason. 
You might focus one of your reasons on the 
crime statistics, and the other on gender 
stereotypes of females. Be sure to use 
appropriate concepts, and show that you 
have drawn your response appropriately 
from the article, though you may wish 
to refer briefly to other knowledge that 
you have.

EXAM-STYLE QUESTION 

Criminal females have been 
regarded as ‘doubly deviant’

Shoplifting and prostitution 
are often seen as “female” 
crimes, whereas most other 
crimes are seen as “male”



paid to female offenders compared to their 
male counterparts can be explained, in part, 
by the relatively small number of female 
offences and arrests, in addition to stereotypes 
about appropriate feminine behaviour. The 
marginalisation of young women in particular 
reflects the longstanding positivism of 
criminology, whereby small research samples 
are often ignored, or underplayed.

The impact of the positivist tradition in 
criminology has contributed to women’s 
relative exclusion in research. As a 
consequence, there is a lack of understanding 
about their lives, compared to men who 
offend. Often, women are ignored or side-
lined in crime research based on analysing 
quantitative data. This is because it is not 
possible to create meaningful statistics 
based on very small numbers of participants. 
That said, there are other, more qualitative, 
approaches to collecting data which may be 
much more appropriate for analysing the 
complexities of deviant motivations.

The gang agenda
An example of how young women have 
been side-lined in criminological debates 
is in relation to the gang agenda. The term 
‘gang’ is problematic — both sociologists 
and criminologists have struggled to define 
it and create models for what might constitute 
a gang. Given that every group of young 
people is different, it is impossible to find a 
definition that adequately fits all groups.

There are other issues surrounding use of 
the term ‘gang’. In recent years, it has become 
something of a convenient buzzword, used 
mistakenly to describe many groups of 
young people. Furthermore, gang debates are 
racially loaded because many people tend to 
assume that a gang member is more likely to 
be a young black man. Instead, gangs tend to 
be territorial, linked to the areas where young 
people come from, rather than being formed 
based around race identity (Gunter 2017).

There is also a gangs’ matrix in London, and 
in other areas of the country, that categorises 
young men as gang members based on these 
models of what a gang is. A big issue with 
the police use of gang databases, for example, 
is that young people may be labelled gang 
members without their knowledge and with 
no means of being taken off the database, 
even if it is out of date or simply incorrect.

Consequently, by being labelled as a gang 
member, young people can become targets 
for the police. The majority of those who are 
listed as gang members are young men, with 
young women barely featuring in comparison. 
This again creates the idea that criminality 
and violence — if that is part of the gang 

member’s experience — is something that is 
indisputably male, rather than female.

Sub-cultural approaches to 
gangs
Criminological literature about UK sub-
cultures from the Second World War onwards 
focused predominantly on young men 
hanging around in groups on the streets. 
The idea of ‘sub-culture’ here was applied 
to those young people who were said to be 
resisting mainstream culture due to poverty 
and social exclusion.

Some of them had dropped out of school, 
while others found it too difficult to find a 
job, with a lack of legitimate opportunities 
often leading them to seek out criminal 
activities and the underground economies.

There is no simple causal link, of course, 
between poverty and crime. Most poor 
people do not commit crime. However, if you 
live in a high-crime area, or an area where 
there is a lack of positive opportunities for 
young people, this can lead to more deviant 
lifestyles. Girls were notably absent from the 
sub-cultural literature and, even today, it 
is much more difficult to find information 
about young women who are involved in 
gangs and crime compared to young men.

When they do feature, young women are 
typically presented as sexual objects, or as 
girlfriends who are hanging around with the 
boys, and peripheral to the main action. The 
contemporary gang literature in Britain also 
follows this pattern, i.e. the suggestion that 
gang activity is predominantly a male pursuit.

Young women, gangs and 
‘badness’
The role of young women in gangs, 
in terms of policy documents and the 
criminological literature, suggests that 
they are predominantly victims of sexual 
exploitation or used as peacekeepers to try to 
extract young men from the gang. However, 
there are, in fact, young women who are 
entrenched in gang culture.

The unwillingness to report this activity, 
which is known to young people, youth 
workers and those who hang around on the 
streets, could suggest that society is not yet 
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Often, women are ignored or 
side-lined in crime research 
based on analysing quantitative 
data

Society is not yet quite willing 
to accept that young women can 
be as criminal and violent as 
their male counterparts
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■■ As a result of the disparity between 
males and females convicted of serious 
crimes and reflected in the prison 
population, crime tends to be associated 
with males and masculinity.

■■ Those females who do engage in 
violence and serious crime are perceived 
as ‘double deviants’ — they are seen as 
having contravened both the norms of 
society and of their gender.

■■ Females who commit crime have 
historically been neglected by 
sociologists and research studies, 
unless in the context of their sexual 
exploitation, for example, sex trafficking.

■■ However, recent research shows that 
females can be as violent as males, and 
engage in crimes such as drug dealing.

KEY POINTS 

Clare Choak is a senior lecturer in 
criminology at the University of 
East London.

Box 1 A case study of 
‘Mouthy’, a London gang 
member

Nequela Whittaker’s street name was 
‘Mouthy’. She was a feared gang leader 
in London (BBC 2018). Like many ex-gang 
members, she now works with young 
people in her local community, particularly 
with young women, as she understands the 
challenges they face moving away from the 
streets. She was a prolific fighter and had 
an air of arrogance. By the time she was 
14 she been arrested for grievous bodily 
harm (GBH). She enjoyed her reputation as 
somebody who was not to be messed with, 
and relished the conflict this brought with 
it. She also went to any lengths to ensure 
she maintained her fearsome reputation. 
Nequela saw people being stabbed and 
people being murdered. She was firmly 
entrenched in gang life, even though it 
tends to be believed that gang culture is 
a boy thing. As a gay young woman, she 
didn’t feel accepted by her mother, and her 
dad was a crack addict who she couldn’t 
rely on. Both of these things made her lack 
a sense of belonging. She was bullied by a 
group of girls who picked on her constantly 
and got to a point when she realised that 
she didn’t want to be a victim, and beat up 
the girls. Becoming the aggressor was the 
catalyst for her becoming involved in street 
life, as now she was the one who was in 
control. This finally gave her the sense of 
belonging that she’d been craving. Now 
Nequela shows young people how they can 
navigate a different path from gang life.

quite willing to accept that young women 
can be as criminal and violent as their male 
counterparts, perhaps because it contravenes 
traditional ideas of femininity. However, 
as noted by Choak (2019), participating in 
‘badness’ is something which cuts across 
conventional gender lines.

In the UK, we know very little about 
young women’s relationship with crime 
and criminal groups, except for when 
they are discussed in relation to sexual 
exploitation. Of course, it is important to 
talk about these issues. However, it is also 
necessary to consider the much wider range 
of criminal roles and activities that young 
women engage in. This might include female 
gang members displaying a range of both 
femininities and masculinities, or at least 
what we understand as traditional ideas of 
masculinity and femininity.

In my own research, I argue that it is 
becoming more recognised that young 
females may be involved in drug dealing, 
may be leaders of street groups, and may 
sometimes be more violent than their male 
peers. Rather than being limited to the role 
of girlfriend, young women in street groups 
are also involved in crime and violence in 
their own right. Just like the males in their 
groups, my recent research suggests that 
many young women get a ‘buzz’ out of being 
seen as tough and known in their areas, and 
the more serious the crimes they commit, the 
more respect can be gained from their peers 
(Choak 2019).

For example, ‘setting people up’ for a crime 
is something more associated with females 
than males, as women can employ their 
sexuality to lure men into certain situations 
which they can then use to their advantage 
— such as for theft. Those young women who 
carry out these activities are typically known 
as ‘setup chicks’.

Young women in gang activity may also 
carry guns, drugs and money: it makes logical 
sense for them to do so, as they are less likely 
to be stopped and searched by the police. 
This is because, historically, males have been 
viewed as much more of a risk and a danger 
to society than their female counterparts. 
Furthermore, if young women are stopped on 
the street, a female officer has to be present 

in order to search them, which is not always 
possible given the gender imbalance in the 
police force.

While the serious violence that takes place 
is more common among young men, when 
young women are violent our recent research 
shows that they can be more vindictive. For 
some, it is about proving themselves to the 
group; for others, they want other people to 
see them. But many of these young women 
also want to feel powerful and in control, in 
charge of the situation, when so much else 
in their lives might feel chaotic. See Box 1.

Conclusion
So, while there are obvious differences 
between the young men and women who 
are involved in gangs or street groups, we 
would argue that there are more similarities 
that bind them. In fact, in deprived areas the 
strain of survival can be felt more strongly 

by young women, because they have to deal 
with all the issues that young men have 
to, in addition to dealing with oppressive 
sexism. Criminological theories based on 
the male experience may miss this point by 
failing to ask why more women from poor 
neighbourhoods are not involved in crime.

The phrase ‘acting like men’ is often 
associated with young women who perform 
criminal behaviour traditionally associated 
with young men. Rather than behaving 
in a ‘masculine’ manner, they are simply 
extending their range of feminine behaviours. 
This demonstrates that masculinities and 
femininities, as social constructions, are fluid 
and open to change.

Violence and crime perpetrated by females 
is certainly not something new, but because 
it is so rarely discussed — at least compared 
to the attention given to male offenders — 
it remains viewed as unusual and beyond 
sociological analysis. We beg to differ.
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QUESTION AND ANSWER

Now let’s consider an example student response and commentary.

Answer from Keiron

As suggested by the Item, material deprivation can have a 
range of effects on pupils, such as them being ill, missing school 
or having to take a job to help pay for things. Sociologists 
sometimes use unstructured interviews to carry out research. 
These are like an informal chat, so the respondent feels relaxed 
and speaks about things honestly. They produce qualitative 
research and are therefore preferred by interpretivists. 

It would have been a good idea to define material deprivation in 
the introduction. Also, it might have been helpful to point out that 
material deprivation affects pupils’ experience of education and 
their results.

In order to research the effects of material deprivation, it would 
be important to include issues like housing, health and the cost 
of educational equipment in the unstructured interview. In an 
unstructured interview the researcher does not have a set list of 
questions, instead they have an interview schedule which would 
include prompts such as ‘Do you have enough space to do your 
homework at home?’.

This section shows good knowledge of the method and of the issue.

However, unstructured interviews produce answers that are all 
different and hard to compare. They produce a lot of detailed, 
rich information about a topic. But positivists would argue that 
they are very time consuming, and so only a few unstructured 
interviews can be done. This means that your results are not 
very representative and therefore cannot be generalised. 

This section shows good understanding of the method but this 
knowledge is not applied to the specific educational issue. For 
example, instead of saying ‘a topic’ the student could have written 
‘about the effects of material deprivation on illness and missing 
school as a result’ for example. And instead of simply saying the 
results are not generalisable, you could add that a smaller sample 
means that you are less able to sample students from different 
types of schools and different geographical areas. 

In Sociology Review Vol. 29, No. 4, we explored ways of 
approaching  a typical Methods in Context essay. Here is the 
Question again.

Question
Item
Some pupils from poorer families suffer from material deprivation, 
which can affect their progress in a number of ways. In some cases, 
pupils might need to take on part-time work, or have to look after 
younger siblings while their parents are at work. However, it can be 
difficult to identify those who are poor. Sometimes postcodes are used 
as an indicator or, alternatively, the numbers of pupils receiving free 
school meals.
One way of studying the effects of material deprivation is through 
unstructured interviews with pupils. Unstructured interviews are 
relaxed and more like a conversation, and therefore make people feel 
more comfortable. However, because of the stigma often attached to 
poverty, for unstructured interviews to get people to speak openly, 
building a trusting relationship between the interviewer and the 
respondent is necessary, which requires skill.
Applying material from the Item and your knowledge of research methods, 
evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of using unstructured interviews to 
investigate the effects of material deprivation on pupils.

How can I improve my 
‘Methods in Context’ 
answers?
We continue our exploration of a sample question
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Conducting an unstructured 
interview takes skill



However, a strength of using unstructured interviews for 
studying material deprivation, is that you might uncover 
findings that you hadn’t really expected, such as finding that 
cultural deprivation is more significant than material deprivation 
in explaining why some pupils don’t do as well at school. 

This is a good point. Keiron could have given an example of cultural 
deprivation and perhaps explained that other methods, such as 
questionnaires, would not allow the uncovering of unexpected 
findings such as these.

A final strength of unstructured interviews is that the researcher 
can observe the body language of the student. Poorer or 
younger students may not be able to explain themselves as well 
in writing as in an interview, so this is a good method to use 
with a wider range of pupils. The only problem is that pupils 
might see the researcher as middle class and like a teacher or an 
authoritative figure and be reluctant to discuss personal issues 
with them. They may give socially desirable answers rather than 
the truthful answers, meaning less valid data. 

Another good point, but it needs to be tied more closely to the 
issue of the effects of material deprivation — for example, giving 
examples of socially desirable answers about the effects of material 
deprivation. Also, Keiron could consider the effects of socially 
desirable responses on the data.

In conclusion, unstructured interviews are a good method for 
understanding the effects of material deprivation on pupils. 
There is a chance to build a strong rapport with students 
so that they open up and produce valid data. However, this 
method lacks reliability and so it might be worth applying 
methodological pluralism and using this method alongside a 
quantitative measure such as analysing official statistics on the 
correlation between those on free school meals and results. 

This is a clear conclusion, although it could have focused more on 
the specific issue of the effects of material deprivation. For example, 
it could have explained how the effects of material deprivation are 
complex and occur over a long period of time, inside and outside 
the school. 

Final comments
This essay raises some clear strengths and weaknesses of unstructured 
interviews, but these are all too often applied to the effects of material 
deprivation without necessarily breaking these down. For example, 
material deprivation might lead to lower results, lower aspirations, a 
more negative experience of school, and perhaps even bullying. It might 
also be very difficult to identify those pupils who experience material 
deprivation, which was mentioned in the Item, for fear of a ‘stigma’ 
being attached. This essay would have benefited from greater use of 
concepts linked to both the issue (economic capital, labelling, cultural 
capital, cultural deprivation, stigma) and about the method (subjectivity, 
Verstehen, ethical issues, bias). This essay did not discuss how such 
materially deprived students might be identified to create a sample.

Overall, although much more might have been said about the 
actual issue, this essay does show some knowledge of methods and 
doing research in education. It is therefore at the level of a C grade.

As the Item suggests, it can be difficult to find out which pupils 
are experiencing material deprivation, because it can be a 
sensitive issue for students to admit they are poor. As suggested 
by the Item this is why pupils may not take free school meals. It 
would also be difficult to gain access to the school and parents 
to identify those pupils who receive free school meals. Plus, 
pupils receive free school meals for a range of reasons, not 
just low income. So, it would be hard to identify which pupils 
you’d want to interview. Plus, the interviews would take time. 
Oakley’s unstructured interviews, sometimes, for example, took 
up to 3 hours. 

This is good. However, it would also be good to explain why time-
consuming interviews are a problem in schools, and the effect of 
fewer interviews being possible on the data being produced. Also, it 
would be a good idea to explain that sensitivity is an ethical issue.

The researcher would need considerable skill to conduct an 
interview on material deprivation as it is a sensitive issue 
that could upset the pupils. The social characteristics of the 
researcher matter too. The researcher would be able to build 
rapport through this method.

Both these sentences need development. For example, what 
skills might it be useful for the researcher to have? And what 
social characteristics might a researcher have that would help 
— or hinder? Also, Keiron could have mentioned the way that 
unstructured interviews provide verstehen, or empathetic 
understanding of the effects of material deprivation.

Laura Pountney teaches at Colchester Sixth Form College. She 
has written textbooks on A-level sociology and anthropology.
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Poorer pupils may need to 
take on part-time work, or 
care for siblings




