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What	is	the	rational	choice	theory	in	sociology

Economics	plays	a	huge	role	in	human	behavior.	That	is,	people	are	often	motivated	by	money	and	the	possibility	of	making	a	profit,	calculating	the	likely	costs	and	benefits	of	any	action	before	deciding	what	to	do.	This	way	of	thinking	is	called	rational	choice	theory.	Rational	choice	theory	was	pioneered	by	sociologist	George	Homans,	who	in	1961
laid	the	basic	framework	for	exchange	theory,	which	he	grounded	in	hypotheses	drawn	from	behavioral	psychology.	During	the	1960s	and	1970s,	other	theorists	(Blau,	Coleman,	and	Cook)	extended	and	enlarged	his	framework	and	helped	to	develop	a	more	formal	model	of	rational	choice.	Over	the	years,	rational	choice	theorists	have	become
increasingly	mathematical.	Even	Marxists	have	come	to	see	rational	choice	theory	as	the	basis	of	a	Marxist	theory	of	class	and	exploitation.	Economic	theories	look	at	the	ways	in	which	the	production,	distribution,	and	consumption	of	goods	and	services	are	organized	through	money.	Rational	choice	theorists	have	argued	that	the	same	general
principles	can	be	used	to	understand	human	interactions	where	time,	information,	approval,	and	prestige	are	the	resources	being	exchanged.	According	to	this	theory,	individuals	are	motivated	by	their	personal	wants	and	goals	and	are	driven	by	personal	desires.	Since	it	is	not	possible	for	individuals	to	attain	all	of	the	various	things	that	they	want,
they	must	make	choices	related	to	both	their	goals	and	the	means	for	attaining	those	goals.	Individuals	must	anticipate	the	outcomes	of	alternative	courses	of	action	and	calculate	which	action	will	be	best	for	them.	In	the	end,	rational	individuals	choose	the	course	of	action	that	is	likely	to	give	them	the	greatest	satisfaction.	One	key	element	in
rational	choice	theory	is	the	belief	that	all	action	is	fundamentally	“rational”	in	character.	This	distinguishes	it	from	other	forms	of	theory	because	it	denies	the	existence	of	any	kind	of	action	other	than	purely	rational	and	calculative	actions.	It	argues	that	all	social	action	can	be	seen	as	rationally	motivated,	however	much	it	may	appear	to	be
irrational.	Also	central	to	all	forms	of	rational	choice	theory	is	the	assumption	that	complex	social	phenomena	can	be	explained	in	terms	of	the	individual	actions	that	lead	to	that	phenomena.	This	is	called	methodological	individualism,	which	holds	that	the	elementary	unit	of	social	life	is	individual	human	action.	Thus,	if	we	want	to	explain	social
change	and	social	institutions,	we	simply	need	to	show	how	they	arise	as	the	result	of	individual	action	and	interactions.	Critics	have	argued	that	there	are	several	problems	with	rational	choice	theory.	The	first	problem	with	the	theory	has	to	do	with	explaining	collective	action.	That	is	if	individuals	simply	base	their	actions	on	calculations	of	personal
profit,	why	would	they	ever	choose	to	do	something	that	will	benefit	others	more	than	themselves?	Rational	choice	theory	does	address	behaviors	that	are	selfless,	altruistic,	or	philanthropic.	Related	to	the	first	problem	just	discussed,	the	second	problem	with	rational	choice	theory,	according	to	its	critics,	has	to	do	with	social	norms.	This	theory	does
not	explain	why	some	people	seem	to	accept	and	follow	social	norms	of	behavior	that	lead	them	to	act	in	selfless	ways	or	to	feel	a	sense	of	obligation	that	overrides	their	self-interest.	The	third	argument	against	rational	choice	theory	is	that	it	is	too	individualistic.	According	to	critics	of	individualistic	theories,	they	fail	to	explain	and	take	proper
account	of	the	existence	of	larger	social	structures.	That	is,	there	must	be	social	structures	that	cannot	be	reduced	to	the	actions	of	individuals	and	therefore	have	to	be	explained	in	different	terms.	By	Charlotte	Nickerson,	published	Dec	15,	2021Key	PointsAccording	to	rational	choice	theory,	people	calculate	the	costs	and	benefits	of	choices	in
making	decisions.	The	perceived	costs,	risks,	benefits	of	certain	actions	can	be	dependent	on	one’s	own	personal	preferences.The	underlying	notion	of	rational	choice	theory	dates	back	to	classical	economists	such	as	Adam	Smith,	but	the	theory	was	not	adopted	into	sociology	officially	until	the	1950s	and	1960s.Rational	choice	theory	uses	axioms	to
understand	human	behavior.	The	most	important	of	these	are	that	people	make	choices	due	to	a	consideration	of	costs	and	rewards,	people	will	only	carry	out	an	action	when	the	benefit	of	an	action	outweighs	its	cost	and	will	stop	doing	an	action	when	cost	outweighs	benefit,	and	individuals	use	the	resources	at	their	disposal	to	optimize
rewards.Rational	choice	theory	has	both	fanatical	followers	and	harsh	critics,	creating	justifications	and	endangering	arguments	against	phenomena	seemingly	paradoxical	to	rational	choice	theory.Rational	choice	theory	is	used	today	in	domains	as	diverse	as	political	science,	economics,	and	sociology.Origin	and	PremisesRational	Choice	Theory
states	that	people	use	rational	calculations	to	make	rational	choices	and	achieve	outcomes	that	are	aligned	with	their	own,	personal	objectives.Everyone	makes	choices	by	first	considering	the	costs,	risks,	and	benefits	of	making	certain	choices.	Choices	that	seem	irrational	to	one	person	can	make	sense	to	another	based	on	the	individual’s	desire,	as
these	choices	are	based	on	personal	preferences.At	its	core,	rational	choice	theory	assumes	that	people	are	in	control	of	their	own	decisions.	Rational	choice	theory	can	be	helpful	in	understanding	the	behavior	of	individuals	and	groups	and	can	help	to	determine	why	people,	groups,	and	society	move	toward	certain	choices	based	on	specific	costs	and
rewards.Rational	choice	theory	conflicts	with	some	other	theories	in	sociology.	For	example,	psychodynamic	theory	states	that	people	seek	gratification	due	to	unconscious	properties.	Meanwhile,	rational	choice	theory	holds	that	there	is	always	a	rational	justification	for	behaviors,	and	people	try	to	maximize	rewards	because	they	are	worth	the	cost.
Self-Interest	and	the	Invisible	HandThe	ideas	behind	rational	choice	theory	are	said	to	originate	in	Philosopher	and	economist	Adam	Smith’s	essay,	An	Inquiry	into	the	Nature	and	Causes	of	the	Wealth	of	Nations	(Smith,	1776).In	short,	this	essay	proposed	that	human	nature	has	a	tendency	toward	self-interest,	and	this	self-interest	resulted	in
prosperity	through	the	control	of	the	so-called	“invisible	hand”	—	the	collective	actions	of	the	self-interested	human	race.Adam	Smith’s	ideas	around	the	invisible	hand	were	inspired	by	the	work	of	Thomas	Hobbes	in	“Leviathan”	(1651),	who	stated	that	political	institutions	function	as	a	result	of	individual	choices.Further	IterationsAlthough	rational
choice	theory	stemmed	from	neoclassical	economists	such	as	Smith,	the	theory	moved	into	the	social	sciences	in	the	1950s	and	1960s,	when	George	C.	Homans,	Peter	Blau,	and	James	Coleman	related	rational	choice	theory	to	social	exchange.Appropriating	its	economic	origins,	these	social	theorists	stated	that	social	behavior	is	driven	by	a	rational
calculation	of	costs	and	rewards.	Homan’s	(1958)	essay	on	social	behavior	as	exchange,	for	example,	argued	that	social	interactions	and	small	group	processes	can	be	explained	by	principles	from	microeconomic	theory.Meanwhile,	Blau’s	(1964)	book	on	social	exchange	theory	uses	rational	choice	to	describe	the	interactions	between	those	in	a
bureaucracy	(Oberschall,	1979).Lastly,	Harsanyi	related	ideas	from	game	theory	to	social	systems,	particularly	social	exchange	situations.	Coleman	(1964)	created	another	branch	of	social	exchange	theory.	Coleman	modeled	social	behavior	mathematically	as	rational	action	and	saw	systems	of	collective	decisions	as	like	economic
markets.CharacteristicsThere	are	multiple	rational	choice	theories,	and	the	benefits	that	people	are	said	to	receive	from	their	choices	vary	from	one	rational	choice	theory	to	the	next.Sometimes,	rational	choice	theories	say	that	individuals	seek	money	or	re-election,	and	others	contend	that	the	ends	that	people	pursue	are	not	necessarily	self-serving
in	nature	(Becker,	1976;	Downs,	1957;	Olson,	1965;	Schelling,	1960;	Green	and	Fox,	2007).Nonetheless,	rational	choice	theories	make	a	few	assumptions:All	actions	are	rational	and	are	made	due	to	consideration	of	costs	and	rewards.The	reward	of	a	relationship	or	action	must	outweigh	the	cost	of	the	action	being	completed.When	the	value	of	the
reward	diminishes	below	the	value	of	the	costs	incurred,	the	person	will	stop	the	action	or	end	the	relationship.Individuals	use	the	resources	at	their	disposal	to	optimize	their	rewards.At	its	core,	Rational	Choice	Theory	is	a	system	of	axioms	that	give	a	basis	for	predicting	how	individuals	will	make	decisions.	These	axioms	say	that	decisions	happen
between	pairs	of	alternatives,	and	that	these	alternative	choices	are	consistent,	transitive,	independent,	continuous,	and	monotonic.By	consistent,	rational	choice	theorists	demand	that	it	is	possible	for	a	decision	maker	to	rank	all	of	their	options	according	to	how	desirable	they	are.	This	is	also	called	the	assumption	of	connectedness.	Preferences
must	be	either	equal	or	unequal,	and	unequal	preferences	can	be	ordered	for	comparison	across	the	decision	maker's	whole	list	of	preferences.Transitivity,	meanwhile,	is	the	assumption	that	if	choice	A	is	preferred	to	choice	B,	and	choice	B	is	preferred	to	choice	C,	then	consistency	requires	that	choice	A	be	preferred	to	choice	C	(Green	and	Shapiro,
1994).The	distance	between	preferences	or	magnitude	of	preferences	does	not	need	to	be	known	to	the	person	analyzing	this	ranking	of	choices.	Independence	assumes	that	all	preferences	are	completely	independent	of	other	preferences.For	example,	the	preferability	of	choice	A	does	not	depend	on	the	preferability	of	choices	B	or	C.	Moreover,
continuity	assumes	that	preferences	hold	across	time	and	space.	Given	the	same	conditions,	the	decision-maker	will	still	prefer	choice	A	in,	say,	a	decade,	if	they	preferred	it	today.Lastly,	rational	choice	theorists	assume	monotonicity.	This	means	that	all	decision	rules	and	preferences	are	the	same	across	individuals	and	times.	This	assumption	is	in
place	because	allowing	for	the	assumption	that	there	will	be	major	variations	in	individual	preferences	dependent	on	individual	characteristics	creates	major	mathematical	problems	(Storm,	1990).Rational	Choice	vs.	Organizational	TheoriesRational	Choice	Theory	and	Organizational	Theory	are	two	different,	but	closely	related	theories.	Economic
theorists	use	Rational	Choice	Theory	as	a	means	of	aggregation.	In	essence,	this	means	that	Rational	Choice	Theory	is	useful	when	there	is	a	need	to	link	how	individuals	change	their	actions	to	how	the	characteristics	of	organizational	change.However,	economic	theorists	tend	to	take	a	broad	view	where	organizational	context,	organizational
structure,	and	individual	actions	interact	to	change	organizational	functioning.	In	this	view,	there	is	no	assumption	that	the	sum	of	individuals’	choices	explain	organizational	behavior.	Indeed,	many	organizational	theories	do	away	with	individual	actions	altogether,	preferring	to	examine	the	relationships	between	and	among	organizational	and
contextual	characteristics.Rational	choice	theory	is	premised	on	the	assumption	that	people	will	carry	out	actions	to	maximize	utility.	Meanwhile,	Organizational	theory	is	based	on	the	premise	that	organizations	tend	to	be	organized	in	a	rational	way,	so	as	to	make	the	means	to	completing	ends	efficient.A	school	of	thought	known	as	Organizational
economic	theory	links	Rational	Choice	Theory	and	Organizational	Theory.Advantages	and	DisadvantagesRational	choice	theory	has	been	tested	severely	on	an	empirical	level	(Quah	and	Sales,	year).	Rational	choice	theory	assumes	that	a	good	sociological	theory	is	one	that	interprets	any	social	phenomenon	as	the	culmination	of	rational,	individual
actions.This	assumption	allows	sociological	theories	to	cut	out	vague	forces	—	such	as,	say,	cognitive	bias	or	evolution	—	as	the	cause	of	human	behavior.Although	this	grants	rational	choice	theory	a	great	deal	of	power,	scholars	such	as	Boudon	(2003)	have	criticized	it	in	describing	many	social	phenomena.This	combination	of	success	and	failure	in
rational	choice	theory	has	created	polarization	in	the	social	sciences	community	(Hoffman,	2000).For	instance,	consider	what	Boudon	(2003)	calls	the	voting	paradox.	According	to	rational	choice	theory,	the	effect	of	a	single	vote	on	turnout	for	any	election	is	so	small	that	rational	actors	should	always	refrain	from	voting,	as	the	costs	of	voting	are
always	higher	than	the	benefits.Yet,	millions	of	people	vote	in	national	elections	each	year.	Scholars	have	proposed	many	solutions	to	this	voting	paradox.	One	explanation	is	that	people	would	feel	strong	regret	if	their	ballot	would	have	made	the	difference	in	an	election’s	outcome	that	they	vote	despite	knowing	that	the	probability	of	this	event
occurring	is	infinitesimally	small	(Frejohn	and	Fiorina,	1974).Another	explanation	states	that,	in	not	voting,	people	run	the	risk	of	losing	their	reputation	(Overbye,	1995).	Boudon	(2003)	argues	that	all	of	these	explanations	do	not	eliminate	the	paradox	of	voting.Psychologists	have	also	devised	a	number	of	experiments,	such	as	the	“ultimatum	game,”
that	resist	rational	choice	theory	(Wilson,	1993,	Hoffman	and	Spitzer,	1985).In	the	ultimatum	game,	there	are	two	players.	One	player	must	decide	how	much	money	he	and	the	other	get	from	a	shared	pool,	and	the	other	can	decide	to	accept	or	reject	the	offer.	If	the	second	player	accepts,	everyone	gets	the	amount	offered;	if	he	rejects,	nobody	gets
money.	In	the	frame	of	rational	choice	theory,	a	rational	first	player	would	always	try	to	offer	as	little	as	possible	to	the	second	player	and	a	rational	second	player	would	always	accept.However,	studies	have	shown	that	second	players	rarely	accept	when	offered	less	than	about	a	third	of	the	pool;	in	fact,	a	number	of	offering	players	split	the	money
evenly.On	the	other	hand,	people	can	frequently	take	actions	where	the	benefit	to	the	actor	is	zero	or	even	negative.	C.W.	Mills	(1951)	identified	what	he	called	the	“overreaction	paradox.”Mills	studied	female	clerks	working	in	a	firm	where	they	sat	in	a	large	room	doing	the	same	tasks,	at	the	same	kind	of	desk,	in	the	same	work	environment.
Frequently,	conflicts	broke	out	over	minor	issues	such	as	being	seated	closer	to	a	heat	or	light	source.These	paradoxes,	Boudon	argues,	can	be	interpreted	satisfactorily	by	either	irrationality	or	rational	choice	theory	—	and	these	are	just	a	few	of	the	numerous	observations	that	psychologists,	sociologists,	and	economists	have	made	where	the	theory
fails.Boudon	(2003)	offers	three	types	of	phenomena	that	tend	to	fall	outside	of	rational	choice	theroy’s	explanatory	jurisdiction.	The	first	of	these	involves	a	phenomenon	where	people	base	their	choices	on	beliefs	that	are	not	commonplace.For	instance,	someone	may	refuse	to	go	to	the	doctor's	office	because	they	believe	that	the	doctor	will	harm
them.	Rational	choice	theory	is	also	ineffective	when	faced	with	phenomena	characterized	by	normative	common-place	beliefs	that	do	not	have	an	effect	on	consequence	(Boudon,	2001).A	citizen	may	strongly	disapprove	of	corruption	even	if	they	are	not	affected	by	it.	Finally,	Boudon	argues	that	rational	choice	theory	is	ineffective	when	considering
behavior	by	individuals	for	whom	it	cannot	be	assumed	their	behavior	is	dictated	by	self-interest.For	example,	members	of	an	audience	may	side	fiercely	with	one	character	while	watching	a	play,	despite	the	fact	that	the	events	of	the	play	are	of	no	consequence	whatsoever	to	them.	This	can	also	happen	in	real-world	situations.For	example,	people	can
have	strong	opinions	on	issues	such	as	capital	punishment	despite	never	having	been	implicated	in	the	death	penalty	nor	knowing	anyone	who	has	(Boudon,	2003).There	have	also	been	strong	advocates	in	favor	of	rational	choice	theory,	such	as	Riker	(1995).	Riker	criticizes	experiments	showing	evidence	against	rational	choice	theory,	claiming	that
most	of	the	tests	involve	cases	where	there	are	no	real	stakes	for	participants	that	would	necessitate	careful	calculation	(for	example,	a	lack	of	experiments	where	participants	have	been	required	to	put	up	their	own	money	for	bets).Additionally,	Riker	argues	that	the	“naive”	participants	of	rational	choice	theory	experiments	are	not	reflective	of,	say,
highly-trained	policy	makers	in	political	and	economic	votings.ExamplesCriminology:	Rational	choice	theory	sees	criminal	behavior	as	the	outcome	of	decisions	and	choices	made	by	an	offender.	Cornish	and	Clarke	(1987)	use	the	theory	as	a	framework	for	understanding	crime	control	policies.According	to	Cornish	and	Clarke,	individuals	who	commit
crimes	choose	among	criminal	and	non-criminal	alternatives	when	seeking	to	achieve	their	goals.	For	example,	someone	who	is	drunk	may	choose	to	drive	(a	criminal	behavior),	call	a	taxi,	use	public	transportation,	walk,	or	persuade	a	sober	friend	to	drive	them	home.	Usually,	rational	choice	theory	posits	that	non-criminal	alternatives	tend	to	be
considered	before	criminal	ones	are,	as	criminal	alternatives	tend	to	come	at	a	greater	cost.Cornish	and	Clarke	use	“choice	structures''	to	categorize	crimes	into	different	categories	under	rational	choice	theory.	These	choice	structures	represent	the	various	factors	that	an	individual	must	weigh	when	deciding	whether	or	not	to	commit	a	crime.For
example,	factors	that	actors	may	consider	when	committing	theft	involving	cash	may	involve	the	severity	of	punishment,	the	likely	cash	yield	per	crime,	planning	necessary,	and	whether	or	not	there	is	an	identifiable	victim.	Meanwhile,	someone	deciding	whether	or	not	to	use	a	substance	illegally	may	take	into	account	the	extent	to	which	it	interferes
with	everyday	tasks,	the	length	and	intensity	of	the	“high”	from	the	drug,	and	the	method	through	which	the	drug	is	administered	(1987).The	researchers	argue	that	a	rational	choice	perspective	on	crime	can	suggest	lines	of	inquiry	that	account	for	stability	and	change	and	criminal	behavior,	and	that	people	will	generally	choose	to	commit	the	crimes
that	provide	the	lowest	cost-to-benefit	ratio.	In	this	view,	strategies	that	attempt	to	attack	the	“root”	cause	of	crime	should	focus	on	the	difficulty	of	committing	crimes	over	using	non-criminal	means	(Cornish	and	Clarke,	1987).Political	Sociology:	Rational	choice	theory	has	been	used	extensively	in	political	science.	One	advocate	of	the	theory	was
William	H.	Riker.	In	his	article,	“The	Political	Psychology	of	Rational	Choice	Theory,”	Riker	(1995)	presents	a	model	of	expected	utility	—	a	mathematical	approximation	of	how	much	benefit	people	ought	to	derive	from	a	situation	—	in	considering	why	people	vote.Countering	the	criticisms	of	people	such	as	Boudon	(2003),	Riker	accounts	for	factors
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