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Chapter 2 
 

 

UNDERSTANDING: Learning about Intimate Behavior 
 

Learning Objectives 
 

After reading this chapter, students should be able to: 

2.1  Identify and explain the steps involved in critical thinking. 

2.2  Discuss the eight key theoretical perspectives on the family and describe how macro- and 

micro-level orientations apply to the perspectives. 

2.3  Explain the five principal kinds of scientific research and the importance of objectivity. 
 

 

Major Questions You Should Be Able to Answer 
 

1.   Is there a more beneficial way to approach the world and ideas than I might be taking 

now? 

2.   What are eight perspectives for looking at the family and relationships? 

3.   What are five principal kinds of scientific research? 

 

On the Web 
 

Understanding Advertising 

 
Jean Kilbourne 

http://jeankilbourne.com 

 
Do you really know how advertising works? See if you can find out one thing about ads that 

makes you realize how they influence you. To start, you might go to the website “Jean 

Kilbourne” and click on “Get Active.” What did you learn? 
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I.   2.1 Learning How to Think: Keys to Being Open-Minded 

We discuss how uncritical thinking can hinder our approach to the truth. We then describe 

four steps in critical thinking. 

     Major Question 2.1: Is there a more beneficial way to approach the world and ideas than I 

might be taking now? 

 
A.  Numbers That Matter: How Times Have Changed 

1.   The average American spent 4.5 hours daily watching TV in 2013 

B.  Uncritical Thinking & Magical Thinking 

1.   The enemy: Our mind-sets 

C.  Critical Thinking 

1.   The steps in critical thinking 

a.   Get an understanding of the problem 

b.   Gather information and interpret it 
c.   Develop a solution plan and carry it out 
d.   Evaluate the plan’s effectiveness 

D.  Example of Magical Thinking: The Vaccine Doubters 

1.   Taking health for granted 

2.   The discredited autism connection 

3.   Antiscience & the Internet 

E.  Critical Thinking: Skills versus Disposition 

F.  Practical Action: The Steps in Critical Thinking 

1.   Get an understanding of the problem 

2.   Gather information & interpret it 

3.   Develop a solution plan & carry it out 

4.   Evaluate the plan’s effectiveness 
 

 

II. 2.2 Theoretical Perspectives on the Family 

Theories offer perspectives explaining why processes and events occur. Eight perspectives 

for viewing marriage and family are structural-functional, conflict, symbolic interaction, 

family systems, social exchange, feminist/male studies, ecological, and family development. 

  Major Question 2.2: What are eight perspectives for looking at the family and 

relationships? 

 
A.  Two Types of Theories: Macro-Level versus Micro-Level Orientations 

1.   Macro-level orientation: The top-down view 

2.   Micro-level orientation: The bottom-up view 

B.  The Structural-Functional Perspective: The family is a social institution performing 

essential functions 

1.   Manifest functions: intended 

2.   Latent functions: unintended 

3.   Applying the perspective: Families have three main functions: 

a.   To ensure that society has an ongoing supply of new members and to be a source 

of socialization 

b.   To provide economic support for family members 

c.   To provide emotional support for family members
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C.  The Conflict Perspective: Conflict & change, not harmony, is the normal state of the 

family 
1.   Applying the perspective 

a.   Conflict over power 
b.   Conflict over resources 

D.  The Symbolic Interaction Perspective: People’s interactions ultimately determine their 

behavior 

1.   Applying the perspective 

a.   Definition of the situation 

b.   Self-image based on others’ interactions 

c.   Predictability of behavior 

E.  The Family Systems Perspective: Family members are interconnected, & changes in one 

member affect the others 

1.   Applying the perspective 

F.  The Social Exchange Perspective: Individuals seek the most benefits & the least costs in 

a relationship 

1.   Applying the perspective 

G.  The Feminist Perspective: Inequality between men & women results from male 

dominance 

1.   Applying the perspective 

a.   Emphasis on inequality 

b.   No one kind of family 

c.   Reduction in harassment and violence 

2.   Men’s studies 

H.  The Ecological Perspective: The family is influenced by & influences its environment 

1.   Applying the perspective 

I.   The Family Development Perspective: Individuals & families change through stages of 

life 

1.   Applying the perspective 

J.   Is Any Perspective Better than Any Other? 

1.   Pluses & minuses 

a.   Structural-functional 

b.   Conflict 

c.   Symbolic interactionist 

d.   Family systems 

e.   Social exchange 

f.   Feminist 

g.   Ecological 

h.   Family development 
 

 

III. 2.3 How Do You Know What’s True? Learning to Evaluate Research Results 

Five principal kinds of scientific research are survey, clinical, observational, experimental, 

and other—cross-cultural, historical, and longitudinal. When looking at research findings, be 

aware of the blinders of your own experience and the flaws that can affect research studies. 

     Major Question 2.3: What are five principal kinds of scientific research?
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A.  Survey Research: Collecting data by questionnaire or interview from representative 

samples 
1.   Step 1: Decide on the population & the sample 

a.   Representative (random) sample 
b.   Nonrepresentative sample 

2.   Step 2: Gather the data: Using questionnaires or interviews 

a.   Survey by questionnaire 

b.   Survey by interview 

3.   Step 3: Analyze & generalize the results 

B.  Clinical Research: In-depth examination of individuals or groups in counseling 

1.   Benefits: host of insights 

2.   Drawbacks: results can’t be generalized 

C.  Observational Research: Observing people in their usual surroundings 

1.   Two kinds of observation 

a.   Participant observation—Interact anonymously with subjects 

b.   Nonparticipant observation—Just observe subjects 

2.   Benefits 

3.   Drawbacks 

D.  Experimental Research: Measuring behavior under controlled conditions 

1.   Two kinds of variables 

a.   Independent variables 

b.   Dependent variables 

2.   Experimental group versus control group 

a.   Experimental group 

b.   Control group 

3.   Benefits 

4.   Drawbacks 

E.  Other Kinds of Research 

1.   Cross-cultural 

2.   Historical 

3.   Longitudinal 

4.   Content analysis 

5.   Secondary analysis 

F.  Trying to Be Objective: How Do You Know What’s True? 

1.   Your mind-sets: The possible filters 

a.   Ethnocentrism—“My country or culture is best” 

b.   Heterosexism—“The only legitimate family is heterosexual” 

c.   Bias against not having children—“Children are the ultimate reason” 

2.   Possible flaws in research studies 

a.   Researcher is biased 

b.   Sample is biased 

c.   No control group 

d.   Questions not neutrally worded 

e.   Time and other distortions 

f.   Questions of reliability and validity 

G.  Using the Sociological Imagination: Different Folks, Different Families
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Key Terms 
 

Case study method: research that consists of clinical practitioners working directly with 

individuals or families using interviews, observation, and analysis of records (p. 58). 

Clinical research: entails in-depth study of individual or small groups who have sought 

counseling for psychological, relationship, or marital/family problems from mental health 

professionals (p. 58). 

Conflict perspective: views individuals and groups as being basically in conflict with each other 

for power and scarce resources (p. 50). 

Content analysis: the systematic examination of cultural artifacts or various forms of 

communication to extract thematic data and draw conclusions about social life (p. 60). 

Control group: group in which subjects are not introduced to the independent variable by the 

researcher (p. 59). 

Critical thinking: clear thinking, skeptical thinking, active thinking; actively seeking to 

understand, analyze, and evaluate information in order to solve specific problems (p. 44). 

Cross-cultural study: study in which social scientists compare data on family life among 

different kinds of societies (p. 60). 

Dependent variables: factors or behaviors that are affected by changes in the independent 

variable (p. 59). 

Developmental tasks: family members fulfill specific role expectations and responsibilities as 

they move through the life cycle (p. 54). 

Ecological perspective: examines how a family (or individual) is influenced by and influences 

its environment (p. 53). 

Ethnocentrism: the belief that one’s native country, culture, language, abilities, or behavior are 

superior to those of another culture (p. 61). 

Experiment: factors or behaviors are measured or monitored under closely controlled 

circumstances (p. 59). 

Experimental group: group in which subjects are exposed to an independent variable 

introduced by the researcher (p. 59). 

Experimental research: research in which researchers try to isolate a single factor or behavior 

under controlled conditions to determine its effect (p. 59). 

Expressive role: the role of the female as a homemaker who is nurturing and supportive (p. 47). 

Family development perspective: proposes that family members accomplish developmental 

tasks as they move through stages in the family life cycle (p. 54). 

Family life cycle: family members’ roles and relationships change, largely depending on how 

they have to adapt to the absence or presence of child-rearing responsibilities (p. 54). 

Family systems perspective: suggests that family members make up a system of interconnected 

parts of a whole and that changes in one part change the other parts (p. 51). 

Feminist perspective: the view that inequality in women’s roles is the result of male dominance 

in the family and in society (p. 52).
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Generalized: the results of the sample can be applied to the population, or the larger group (p. 

58). 

Hawthorne effect: situation in which subjects of research change from their typical behavior 

because they realize they are under observation (p. 59). 

Heterosexism: the belief that the standard family is heterosexual, with homosexual families 

(lesbian and gays) not being viewed as true families (p. 61). 

Historical study: study in which researchers compare census, social agency, or demographic 

data to ascertain changing patterns of family life (p. 60). 

Independent variables: factors or behaviors that can be controlled or manipulated by the 

experimenter (p. 59). 

Instrumental role: the role of the male as the breadwinner who is hard-working, self-confident, 

and competitive (p. 47). 

Interviewer bias: bias of interviewers that allows their own preconceptions to influence how 

they ask questions (p. 57). 

Latent functions: unconscious or unintended functions that have hidden purposes (p. 47). 

Longitudinal study: study in which researchers use questionnaires or interviews over a number 

of years to follow up on earlier investigations (p. 60). 

Macro-level orientation: focuses on large-scale patterns of society (p. 47). 

Magical thinking: the interpreting of two closely occurring events as though one caused the 

other, without any concern for causal link (p. 43). 

Manifest functions: functions that are open, stated, and conscious (p. 47). 

Micro-level orientation: focuses on small-scale patterns of society, concentrating on individual 

interactions in specific settings (p. 47). 

Nonparticipant observation: researchers observe their subjects without interacting with them 

(p. 58). 

Nonrepresentative sample: a sample in which participants are chosen by researchers on the 

basis of convenience or availability (p. 57). 

Observational research: research in which researchers obtain information data by observing 

people in their usual surroundings (p. 58). 

Participant observation: researchers interact with the subjects they are observing but do not 

reveal that they are researchers (p. 58). 

Population: any well-known group of people social scientists want to study (p. 57). 

Random sample: a sample in which everyone in a particular population has an equal chance of 

being included; also called representative sample (p. 57). 

Reliability: the degree to which a measurement method produces the same results when repeated 

by the same or other researchers (p. 62). 

Representative sample: see “random sample” (p. 57). 

Sample: small group of the population to be studied; may be representative or nonrepresentative 

(p. 57). 

Secondary analysis: the analysis of data collected by other researchers (p. 60).
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Social exchange perspective: proposes that people’s interactions represent the efforts of each 

person to maximize his or her benefits and minimize costs (p. 52). 

Socialization: the process by which offspring learn attitudes, beliefs, and values appropriate to 

their society and culture so they can function effectively in society (p. 49). 

Sociological imagination: the influence of social structure and culture on interpersonal 

decisions (p. 63). 

Stratified random sample: a sample of specific subgroups of a particular population in which 

everyone in the subgroups has an equal chance of being included in the study (p. 57). 

Structural-functional perspective: views the family as a social institution that performs 

essential functions for society to ensure its stability (p. 47). 

Survey research: uses questionnaires or interviews to collect data from small representative 

groups (samples), which are then used to generalize conclusions valid for larger groups 

(populations) (p. 57). 

Symbolic interaction perspective: focuses on internal family interaction, the ongoing action 

and response of family members to one another (p. 50). 

Theory: a perspective or a set of statements that explains why processes and events occur (p. 

46). 

Thomas theorem: theorem that states, “If people define situations as real, they are real in their 

consequences” (p. 50). 

Validity: the degree to which a measurement method actually measures what it claims to 

measure and is free of bias (p.62). 

Variable: a factor that can be varied or manipulated in the experiment (p. 59). 
 

 

Discussion Topics 
 

 

2.1 Learning How to Think: Keys to Being Open-Minded 
 

1.   Help students identify and analyze a basic assumption they have about family life. For 

example, many students believe that parents should rear their own children. Encourage 

students to discuss where they got this idea, if this idea is always the best, and how to 

analyze alternatives. It is okay if in the end they decide that parents should raise their 

own children because now they have examined the concept and have accepted it based on 

thought instead of default. Ask them to begin to think of more challenging areas they 
have accepted by default rather than thought, such as religion, politics, college major— 

the list goes on. 
 

 

2.   Why develop critical thinking skills? Have students discuss the differences between 

critical thinking and habitual or uncritical thinking. Help them learn that critical thinking 

is more difficult and takes more time, at least in the beginning. Have them discuss the 

value of being able to think critically to help them be motivated to putting forth an effort 

to think in this new way. 
 

 

2.2 Theoretical Perspectives on the Family
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1.   Have students discuss the differences among the eight perspectives. Ask them to point 

out strengths and weaknesses of each perspective. Help them understand that each 

perspective is flawed on its own and that true critical thinking employs a variety of 

perspectives. 
 

 

2.3 How Do You Know What’s True? Learning to Evaluate Research Results 
 

1.   Discuss the benefits of research and the limits of findings. Often students become 

disillusioned when they find out that they cannot completely accept the findings of 

research. (Help them rethink critical thinking skills.) Help them realize that all research 

has limitations, and that when these limitations are considered, we gain information and 

broaden our understanding of the topic. 

 

Class Activities and Handouts 
 

The following handouts may be printed out and used for in-class and/or out-of-class activities 

related to the topics covered in this chapter.
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In-Class Activity 
 

Please provide the type of possible research flaws illustrated below: 
 
 

The Family Research Alliance, an organization supporting one woman/one man marriage, 

recently hired a researcher to examine the family behaviors of homosexual couples. 

Type of research flaw? _   
 
 

When the researchers run the test again, they achieve different results. 

Type of research flaw? _   
 
 

A researcher examines the effect of listening to music while learning math in a second-grade 

classroom. 

Type of research flaw? _   
 
 

A major test to measure psychological problems is developed using people who are hospitalized 

with mental illness as its sample. 

Type of research flaw? _   
 
 

A researcher creates a survey and does not test it with a small group first to make sure the 

wording is understandable. 

Type of research flaw? _  
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Out-of-Class Activity 
 

Name:                                                                                          Date: 
 

 

For each of the eight theoretical perspectives listed below, please provide an example of a family 

you know (from TV, movies, literature, or real life) that demonstrates that perspective. Provide a 

brief explanation. 
 
 

1)        Structural-Functional Perspective 
 
 
 

 
2)        Conflict Perspective 

 
 
 

 
3)        Symbolic Interaction Perspective 

 
 
 

 
4)        Family Systems Perspective 

 
 
 

 
5)        Social Exchange Perspective 

 
 
 

 
6)        Feminist Perspective 

 
 
 

 
7)        Ecological Perspective 

 
 
 

 
8)        Family Development Perspective 


