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The Social Construction of Reality Approach:

Effects on the research agenda 

Hearing the phrase “social construction of reality”
 can cause a new student of paradigm issues to “go blank” and unconsciously “tune out” any information that follows this puzzling phrase.  I have possibly missed some important information during lectures and in reading texts due to this unfortunate phenomenon.  Although this is a common occurrence when there is an information overload of foreign and complicated ideas, if one is persistent they will soon obtain the proverbial “click”, where information is forming the vital relationships towards a clearer understanding.  It is easier to achieve this “click” if one relates the theoretical idea to a practical experience of personal nature.  For me, the practical application of understanding the social construction of reality was to analyze and interpret the learning process of my infant daughter.
  Through understanding the fact that a majority of the associations she will learn is through communication (verbal and written), and that language is a socially created communication tool, I can then more easily comprehend the concept of a socially constructed reality.  Only after this revelation from a practical application can this particular topic and paradigm be accepted, and further analyzed.
Almost all types of research can to some extent be explained as using a social construction of reality approach/framework, or at least incorporating facets of the approach.  This statement can especially be verified from a constructivist point of view because it contends that all knowledge is a product of society-social encounters; and we know that the deeper meaning of research is to explore and extend our knowledge base.  Kenneth Strike bluntly explains “the claim that people are active in learning or knowledge construction is rather uninteresting. It is uninteresting because no one, beyond a few aberrant behaviorists, denies it.” (Strike, 483).  Although small elements of this particular approach can be prevalent in many different greater research approaches, there are research agendas that use the constructivist approach as the primary base when building the framework for the research.  Primarily employing social constructivist thinking in a research agenda can result in strong advantages for the power of ones research, but can also develop tricky disadvantages towards the research agenda.
Advantages and Disadvantages of the Social Constructivist Approach in Research
For each advantage of using the social construction of reality approach as the primary framework in ones research, there are also associated disadvantages.  The following pros and cons of this approach will be discussed on a theoretical level, while some points will also be applied to the practical level by exploring their application in the studies of development and the environment.  The following list is not meant to be comprehensive, but only to present and briefly discuss selected examples of important considerations within social constructivism as a primary research approach.
1. Groups and Individuals.  Employing the social constructivist approach allows for ease in studying groups.  The approach is grounded on the basis that knowledge formation is a product of society (the larger encompassing group).   While on the contrary, it is nearly impossible to solely study individuals or one particular individual using the approach.  In order to establish the sources of knowledge of the individual, one must eventually look outside the individual and towards society.  So a researcher will never be able to exclusively study an individual using the approach, because all individuals are always members of a greater society.  A good practical example is how ecologists utilize this concept of social constructivism when they study ecosystems.  Although most ecologists specialize their research on one particular species of plant or animal, the ecologist always relates their specific species of interest back to the greater ecosystem.  The ecologist needs social constructivism in order to relate an individual species role or impact to the greater ecosystem.

2. Thick Description.
  A benefit of using the social construction of reality approach in research is that the researcher can utilize the essential tool of thick description to better understand and explain the mysteries of social circumstances and interactions within the research topic.  Thick description allows the researcher to peel away false facades and dig deep into the true meaning of social occurrences being observed during research. This can also become a significant disadvantage if the researcher becomes stuck in the depths of thick description.  This circumstance can occur in novice researchers when the process of thick description becomes overwhelming, or seem never ending; the researcher can then become distracted from the original research topic and lose the vision of the intended study.  A relevant practical example is the issue of nature restoration.  Robert Elliot proclaims that restorationists are “faking nature” in that the nature they restore can no longer be considered wild.  He is using elements of thick description as he analyzes the phenomena, but he also digs too deep into the issue and looses clear vision.

3. World View.  The social constructivist approach can be viewed as an encompassing world view.  Having this point of view allows the researcher to understand all of the different perspectives within a particular issue, thus opening up many other doors during research.  On the same note, this can be defined as a disadvantage in the respect that the researcher is limited to one framework, and limited to one world view, disabling the researcher from being able to generalize into other world views.  Another disadvantage is that the research(er) will be disregarding the positivist view and thus overlooking its success at using quantitative data in gaining clout.  A relevant example is the issue of refugee studies and development policy.  If the researcher adheres to the social construction of reality, the researcher will understand the overall plight of the refuge, but may become disoriented when specific issues such as religious beliefs of the refugee are discussed.  The social constructivist understands the source and purpose of religion, but is not aware of the intricacies of a specific religious world view, and how sensitive the religious views can evolve within development policy.
4. Consensus within Audience.  Using the discussed approach makes it easier to form a consensus and attain agreement because all members live in the same general society that is creating the information that is being agreed upon.  On the other hand, it may be difficult to generate a consensus with those that do not prescribe to the constructivist paradigm.  Since many researchers operate under the paradigm of (post)positivism, they may not accept the knowledge formation of the research utilizing constructivism.
5. Argument.  Argumentation is the method constructivists use to generate consensus and obtain legitimization.  The constructivist method necessitates that the researcher does not have to make proof, only be persuasive.  It is ironic that Guba and Lincoln actually comment on this issue as they discuss how paradigms are human constructions, “What is true of paradigms is true of our analyses as well. Everything that we shall say subsequently is also a human construction: ours. The reader cannot be compelled to accept our analyses, or our arguments, on the basis of incontestable logic or indisputable evidence; we can only hope to be persuasive and to demonstrate the utility of our position for, say, the public policy arena” (Guba and Lincoln, 108).  The disadvantage of this point is also similar to the previous point in that there is no actual proof (or quantitative data), all knowledge formation relies on strong arguments, and this can be disconcerting to the (post)positivist.
6. Knowledge Source.  Social constructivism assures that the knowledge gained has a true source and explanation, society.  A benefit because there is never any doubt in the researchers’ knowledge source; having society as the ultimate source can not be refuted within the constructivist paradigm. The downside is that within the positivist paradigm the same knowledge can become distorted, or be questioned as being distorted – which can be just as damaging.  While the social constructivist sees knowledge grow through the process of social encounters, the (post)positivist sees each social encounter an additional distortion of the original source of the knowledge being studied.  Posting quantitative data as ones results of knowledge is less refutable than using hearsay as ones source of knowledge.  An applicable example is if an anthropologist presents research showing that Native American rain dances have success in producing precipitation.  The anthropologist’s knowledge source is Native American literature, folklore, and observation, and the research argument the anthropologist builds is irrefutable.  While many may accept the findings as true, because there is no available counterargument, others will quickly dismiss the research and the findings based on the mere lack of quantitative data proving the phenomena, and the plain unacceptability of the knowledge source.
7. History.  Within the social construction of reality framework, history is viewed as a working social creation.  Not only was history once created, the same history can be re-created.  This is an advantage in the sense that the researcher and members of society have a malleable tool to create the most important knowledge source (history) in their image.  A practical application of this point is when a country is redeveloping after turmoil or occupation, members of the country can re-create their own history which better reflects their original traditions and heritage, disregarding the history established by the occupier or of the turmoil. During this rebuilding process society can even highlight or place more emphasis on their historical bonds with nature, thus creating the opportunity for greater future understanding of the local environment.  This brings freedom to the people. Disadvantages of this point are that the vision of the country that society creates can also be irrelevant to their tradition and heritage.  Corruption during the redevelopment process can mislead and foul the rewriting of history, creating a “false” history based on a hidden agenda.  So the stories of tradition and nature-bonds are left out of the countries history, ensuring a cultural path of different dimensions.
8. Decision Making.  The social constructivism paradigm supports the decision making process of bottom-up. The definition of bottom-up decision making is to have all members of society consensually make a decision regarding their own control; the control of society is a direct product of society.  Using this implication of social constructivism is an advantage in development and environmental issues because it encourages rules to be established at the grassroots level.  This brings power to the people.   Conversely, a disadvantage of this approach can be that there is lack of authority without top-down decision making.  As applied to environmental and development issues, a lack of authority can lead to organizational problems, and cause infighting for power between groups with similar goals. 
9. Position of Researcher. A major advantage of using the social constructivist paradigm (especially within the issues of development and the environment) is that the researcher becomes intimately involved in the research.  The paradigm “sees knowledge as created in interaction among investigator and respondents”, the researcher is a “passionate participant” (Guba and Lincoln, 111-112).  Having the researcher in this role can be beneficial when studying environmental issues, especially those that are specifically health related.  Here the researcher can assist and help solve critical problems that can immediately benefit societies health and wellbeing.  If the researcher simply remained the “disinterested scientist”, he/she could not immediately pass on valuable information to directly alleviate a problem; the problem would have to wait until the research was published to be privy of the important information.  Seasoned researchers of a given topic are great information and knowledge sources. Social constructivism views these researchers as a continuation of overall knowledge formation, even while they are conducting research.           There are some major disadvantages and critiques of this approach as well, mostly directed from positivists, because this approach contrasts the deep roots of positivism itself. One positivist critique is that a researcher is no longer a researcher when they become involved in the research, their deeper information of the research topic can taint the research results, and essentially ones motives are compromised.  “The inquirer is cast in the role of participant and facilitator in this process, a position that some critics have faulted on the grounds that it expands the inquirer’s role beyond reasonable expectations of expertise and competence” (Guba and Lincoln, 113).  As applied to a development or environmental issue, having the researcher thrown into the research topic makes the researcher begin to take sides and positions on issues within the topic.  Environmental and development issues are typically passionate matters, and the researcher can quickly become caught in the middle, or on a particular side, of a dirty battle.  Once the researcher crosses that line, he/she can not go back to an objective researcher position.  “The close personal interactions required by the methodology may produce special and often sticky problems of confidentially and anonymity, as well as other interpersonal difficulties” (Guba and Lincoln, 115).  
Conclusion
Concerning my own research agenda, I will have to mainly rely on using the social constructivist framework because the research topic is so deeply entrenched in a social issue.  This approach will be new to me, as I have utilized the positivist approach during my previous education and professional career.
  I will be aware of the discussed advantages and disadvantages of utilizing this approach while I build upon the framework for my research, and more importantly, while I am conducting the research.  Of the nine concepts discussed, the issue of researcher position is most applicable to my research, and a concept that I will constantly have to pay close consideration.  To master the researchers position within the physical research is synonymous to a fine balance, once a certain threshold is passed (individual researcher becomes a participating member of the specific researched group), one must be aware that there is a possibility that the study can be compromised. 
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� This term will be used synonymously with “social constructivist”, or “social constructivism”


� Thank you Annika!





� Although most ecologists will probably proclaim they are truly post positivists.


� Based on Clifford Geertz’s assertions, although he may disagree with my interpretations of the disadvantages


�In his book Faking Nature (1997), Robert Elliot admits going too far too fast with his article in 1982.  


� See essay #1 for this 4011 exam entitled “Knowledge Formation and Research Approach: Transition from hard to soft science”.
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