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Abstracts 

Development sociology is an attractive field of research, as well as an interesting philosophical debate 

which a series of well known philosophers have concentrated upon, such as Marx, Durkheim, and 

Weber. Faced with an impasse, historians and other social scientists set out on a novel journey to 

examine different aspects of this concept. Thus, this paper tries to elaborate the concept, to review the 

history, to discuss the main topics in mainstream research, and finally to make policy recommenda-

tions based on the discussions.   
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Introduction 

The word ―development‖ is extensively used in several fields, such as eco-

nomics, anthropology, human science, sociology, and the like. In fact, this 

concept brings a meaningful aspect to any field. Among these fields, devel-

opment is combined with sociological concepts and led to emergence of 

―development sociology‖. Due to its particular historical development, soci-

ology as a discipline has gone through several stages around the Globe 

(Xiong, 2001). One of the main stages was introduction of development so-

ciology. Scholars find in development sociology as well as environmental 

sociology, a focus on grounded analysis rather than on theoretical abstrac-



Journal of Entrepreneurship, Business, and Economics, 2016, 4(2): 150–162 

151 

tion, on prescription rather than on interpretation (Baviskar, 1997). In fact, 

the sociology of development is said to be in an impasse (Sklair, 1988). Be-

sides the sociology of organizations and social stratification, the sociology 

of development is another specialty that has devoted systematic attention to 

the study of economic processes, especially those having to do with indus-

trialization and economic growth (Guillén et al., 2002). 

Economic sociology is staging a comeback after decades of relative 

obscurity. Many of the issues explored by scholars today mirror the original 

concerns of the discipline: sociology emerged in the first place as a science 

geared toward providing an institutionally informed and culturally rich un-

derstanding of economic life (Guillén et al., 2002). Confronted with the pro-

found social transformations of the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-

turies, the founders of sociological thought- Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim, 

Max Weber, and Georg Simmel- explored the relationship between the 

economy and the larger society (Kiely, 2014). They examined the produc-

tion, distribution, and consumption of goods and services through the lenses 

of domination and power, solidarity and inequality, structure and agency, 

and ideology and culture. The classics thus planted the seeds for the system-

atic study of social classes, gender, race, complex organizations, work and 

occupations, economic development, and culture as part of a unified socio-

logical approach to economic life (Guillén et al., 2002; Kaya, 2010). 

In sum, economic sociology is controversial domain, about which a series of 

well known philosophers discussed (Viterna & Robertson, 2015). However, 

yet there is a long way to be able to reach a general consensus in this regard 

(Zafirovski, 2006). In this paper, theories and policies are discussed more 

clearly, in order to make a more clear contribution to the economic sociolo-
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gy field, from a different lens of view. Thus, first, the emergence of this ac-

ademic stream is reviewed, then, mainstream research is discussed, and fi-

nally, the paper concludes with some recommended policies.  

 

The History of Economic Sociology 

As mentioned earlier, scholars such as Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim, Max 

Weber, and Georg Simmel, were among the first authors who implicitly 

challenged the concept of economic sociology which led to a unified socio-

logical approach to economic life (Guillén et al., 2002). Subsequent theoret-

ical developments led scholars away from this originally unified approach. 

In the 1930s, Talcott Parsons reinterpreted the classical heritage of econom-

ic sociology, clearly distinguishing between economics
1
 and sociology

2
 

(Portes, 2015). Thus, sociologists were theoretically discouraged from par-

ticipating in the economics-sociology dialogue
3
. It was only when Parsons’s 

theory was challenged by the reality of the contentious 1960s
4
 (see Grano-

vetter 1985) that some of its inherent limitations were recognized and other 

theoretical models were seriously considered. Although in later work Par-

sons and Neil Smelser (1956) produced a more integrative sociological ap-

proach to the economy, many sociologists from the 1960s to the 1980s 

shifted to narrower research areas, devoting their attention to specific eco-

nomic phenomena without making an attempt to arrive at a systematic soci-

ological understanding of economic life. Throughout this period, different 

                                                      
1
 focused on the means of economic action, or what he called ―the adaptive subsystem‖. 

2
 focused on the value orientations underpinning economic action. 

3
 an exchange that, in any case, was not sought by economists. 

4
 specifically, its emphasis on value consensus and system equilibration. 
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subfields within sociology
5
 contributed important theoretical insights and 

empirical evidence related to the study of economic processes (Guillén et 

al., 2002; Portes, 2015).  

In fact, the sociological study of economic phenomena related to 

(market) production thrived during the 1960s in the subfields of organiza-

tions and of work and occupations. These new organizational sociologists 

embraced the study of organizations qua organizations and relegated to the 

background the impact of organizations on group norms and solidarity. The 

new sociologists asked questions about the beneficiaries of organizations, 

the dominant control system, the impact of the environment on organiza-

tions, and the impact of technology. Still other sociologists pursued the We-

berian agenda by studying authority and stratification systems from a cross-

national, comparative perspective (Guillén et al., 2002; Farrington et al., 

2005; Portes, 2015). Over the years, however, this organizational subfield 

drifted apart from sociology, in terms of both theoretical concerns and aca-

demic organization. While the Weberian scholars of the 1960s and early 

1970s had something to say about society in general, the new organizational 

theorists of the 1970s and 1980s focused most of their research energies on 

for-profit organizations. Their theories established few connections with 

other sociological areas.  

In addition to the sociology of organizations and social stratification, the 

sociology of development is another specialty that has devoted systematic 

attention to the study of economic processes, especially those having to do 

with industrialization and economic growth. Sociological studies of devel-

opment have sought to understand the social and political bases of economic 

                                                      
5
 such as organizations, work and occupations, social stratification, professions, 

development, and culture 
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growth and development. Early students of development echoed the Parson-

sian approach in their emphasis on the shift from traditional to modern val-

ues and on the gradual transformation of authority structures, and they of-

fered fairly optimistic forecasts of the prospects for development around the 

world (Guillén et al., 2002; Farrington et al., 2005; Portes, 2015). Others, by 

contrast, painted a bleaker view of development prospects in using Marxist 

theory to highlight the dependence of developing countries on the core in-

dustrialized and advanced countries (Viterna & Robertson, 2015).  

 

Economic Sociology: The Mainstream 

In sum, economic sociology is the study of the social organization of eco-

nomic phenomena, including those related to production, trade, leisure, and 

consumption. These phenomena, which are not necessarily mediated by 

monetary payments, can be observed at various levels of analysis—namely, 

the individual, the group, the household, the organization, the network, the 

market, the industry, the country, and the world system. Although economic 

sociologists differ in their theoretical emphases and empirical techniques, 

they share an interest in both processes and outcomes, and in inequality as 

well as efficiency (Sklair, 1988; Guillén et al., 2002; Portes, 2015).  

In particular, economic sociology seeks to understand economic phenomena 

in their social and cultural contexts, without falling into the trap of three fal-

lacies common to economic analysis. The first fallacy is that the social is a 

realm separate from the economic
6
. Economic sociologists argue that all 

economic activity is socially grounded and enabled (Swedberg and Grano-

vetter 1992), and that no economic phenomenon can be assessed without the 

                                                      
6
 this fallacy was perpetuated not only by economists but by Parsons within the field of 

sociology 
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shared understandings (culture), institutional structures, symbols, and net-

works of inter-actor relationships that concretize it and give it form. The 

market is seen as a social and cultural product: market exchange is facilitat-

ed by social and cultural processes that provide market participants with 

shared understandings (in the forms of values, norms, and symbols) that 

help them to make sense of what goes on and how they should act. Econom-

ic sociologists also reject the notion that the social or cultural dimensions of 

society ―interfere‖ with the smooth functioning of the economy (Guillén et 

al., 2002). 

Generally, economists believe that individuals make conscious calculations 

about how to maximize utility, and that the preferences that determine their 

utility functions
7
 are exogenous to the models of interest. Economic sociol-

ogists consider this view, however, a fallacy. Drawing on a rich variety of 

anthropological, ethnographic, social-psychological, psychoanalytic, lin-

guistic, and sociological research, economic sociologists see both prefer-

ences and actions as fundamentally connected to and affected by cognitive 

biases, limited powers of reasoning, non-conscious and ambivalent feelings, 

role expectations, norms, and cultural frames, schemata, classifications, and 

myths (see, Portes, 2015). Hence, both utility maximization and the isola-

tion of strictly economic variables are unacceptable to economic sociolo-

gists, since such reductionism necessarily hinders the understanding of eco-

nomic phenomena. It is not just that these reductionist assumptions include 

the determination of preferences as part of what they seek to understand. 

Economic sociologists also recognize that social forces often affect reason-

ing in ways that defy a strict rationality assumption, and thus they dismiss 

                                                      
7
 that is, the sources and associated magnitude of their utilities 
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economists’ belief that knowing an individual’s preferences
8
 and immediate 

constraints leads to unambiguous sequences of decision making or action 

(Guillén et al., 2002).  

A final key theoretical difference is that economic sociologists reject the 

idea that the aggregation of individual-level behavior is straightforward and 

unproblematic. Drawing on previous research on social classes, social 

movements, social networks, power dynamics, and cultural blueprints, eco-

nomic sociologists seek to improve our understanding of economic behavior 

at levels of analysis higher than that of the individual or the group (Farring-

ton et al., 2005). To better explain aggregate processes and outcomes, they 

consider sociological concepts such as ideology, consciousness, collective 

action, neighborhood effects, trust, unintended consequences, decoupling, 

latent functions, and interaction rituals. Furthermore, a sociological ap-

proach to economic phenomena pays attention to how social class, gender, 

and race mediate in the process of aggregation of individual decisions and 

actions generating patterns of inequality. The sociological contribution here 

is that all action
9
 results in outcomes that are shaped not only by the indi-

vidual actor’s motives but also by larger social, cultural, and institutional 

structures (Guillén et al., 2002; Viterna & Robertson, 2015). 

In a nutshell, it is important to note that economic sociologists have pro-

duced theoretical insights about economic phenomena that represent either 

complementary or competing explanations to those proposed by the tradi-

tional rational-choice, utility-driven economic models. The following is an 

illustrative list of sociological contributions to key debates about economic 

action: (i) culture, (ii) networks and social capital, (iii) trust, and (iv) effort 

                                                      
8
 even if exogenous 

9
 whether driven by interests, power, or trust 
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and motivation. These theoretical contributions have expanded the variables 

considered and led economic sociologists to recognize the complexity and 

interdependence of social and economic elements. They have also extended 

the type of economic activities studied. Scholars in this emerging field have 

called for more systematic attention to economic activity not done for mon-

ey or in the market, including household work, gift giving, and volunteer 

work, as well as collectivist types of organizations. This interest is in keep-

ing with the main sociological contribution to the study of economic phe-

nomena: showing that economic action is, after all, a form of social action 

(Guillén et al., 2002).  

 

Policy Recommendations 

Policy recommendations basically follow the four main aforementioned 

themes which are of paramount importance in economic sociology, which 

are: (i) culture, (ii) networks and social capital, (iii) trust, and (iv) effort and 

motivation.  

 

(i) Culture 

Sociologists emphasize that economic action cannot proceed without shared 

understandings about appropriate behavior in a given social setting (Oxaal 

et al., 2013). Cultural understandings lie at the core of economic action be-

cause they provide stability and meaning; these shared understandings help 

actors make sense of the situation, develop strategies for action, and adjust 

their expectations and behavior as they interact with others (Guillén et al., 

2002; Viterna & Robertson, 2015). Economic sociologists invoke values 

and norms, network structures, the state, and ideologies as factors creating 
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shared understandings among participants in the various arenas in which 

economic activity takes place, including markets, groups, organizations, and 

households (Evans 1979, 1995; Kiely, 2014; Salamzadeh, 2015). It is ar-

gued that the resultant social structure helps participants search for a niche 

in which they develop an identity and adopt a certain set of roles (White 

1981, 2001). 

 

 (ii) Networks and social capital 

Economic action can be facilitated or hindered by the actor’s position in a 

network of relationships (Delgado-Wise, 2014). Many economic sociolo-

gists invoke the concept of social capital to explain why some actors are 

more successful than others at mobilizing resources or attaining their goals 

(Burt 1982, 1992; Coleman 1990; Salamzadeh et al., 2013; Levien, 2015). 

Scholars have defined and assessed social capital at various levels of aggre-

gation, including the individual, the group, the organization, and the country 

(Guillén et al., 2002). Economic sociologists have also explored the interde-

pendent mechanisms of this construct, pointing out that one actor’s social 

capital may be another’s social exclusion- an argument that brings power, 

interest, and discrimination into the analysis of economic action (Guillén et 

al., 2002; Viterna & Robertson, 2015).  

 

 (iii) Trust 

Empirical evidence has shown that economic action is often not based on a 

self-interested assessment of incentives, as argued by economists (Schrank, 

2015). Instead, it is often based on trust, which is historically developed and 

culturally specific, although not exclusive to any one culture (Dore 1983; 



Journal of Entrepreneurship, Business, and Economics, 2016, 4(2): 150–162 

159 

Mahutga, 2016). Economic sociologists are keen to point out that trust helps 

to explain the observed order, stability, and continuity in social life that oc-

curs because of genuine emotional caring or norms of obligation that bind 

actors in spite of their incentives (Guillén et al., 2002; Zehr, 2015; Viterna 

& Robertson, 2015). 

 

 (iv) Effort and motivation 

Economic sociologists have pointed out several key factors that shape 

commitment and effort at work apart from the traditionally considered struc-

ture of material incentives (Dietz, 2015). For instance, Bendix (2001) 

demonstrated that blind obedience driven by economic incentives is not suf-

ficient for organizations to accomplish their work. Good faith and initiative 

are required if complex organizations are to respond to unforeseen circum-

stances and opportunities
10

, and these qualities are guided by a culture, ide-

ology, or ethic of work and effort. More recently, economic sociologists 

have revisited this important topic, and there has been renewed interest in 

social-psychological processes and group dynamics, as well as a better ap-

preciation of the complexity of human motivations to work hard (Guillén et 

al., 2002; Viterna & Robertson, 2015). 

 

Conclusion 

As mentioned in this paper, economic sociology came into existence after a 

challenging discussion among sociologists and economists. Although both 

parties insisted on their points of view regarding economics or sociology, 

                                                      
10

 subordinates must ―comply with general rules as well as specific orders in a manner 

which strikes some reasonable balance between the extremes of blind obedience and 

capricious unpredictability‖ (Guillén et al., 2002) 
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hopefully a common sense is reached in this domain; however, there are lots 

of issues to be resolved or elaborated in this domain. Thus, this paper tried 

to review the extant literature on economic sociology, the mainstream, as 

well as elaborating some policy implications which were classified into four 

categories, i.e. (i) culture, (ii) networks and social capital, (iii) trust, and (iv) 

effort and motivation. These efforts are done to present a more clear view of 

the field for the researchers and to open new windows of opportunity for 

theoretical contributions. I hope the future research in this domain could 

lead to a fertile ground for presenting novel ideas in order to change the 

world. 
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