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Abstract

Operationalization has been the focus of less research

than many other methodological topics. In this article, we

argue that considering operational decisions is particularly

critical for those who study stratification, because mea-

sures of inequality often involve multiple layers of

operationalization: researchers first decide how to assign

individuals to social groups (e.g., race), which are then

themselves used to construct measures of group-level

differences and inequality (e.g., racial segregation). We

provide examples of this by drawing on contemporary

debates about how to operationalize social groups based

on class, race, gender, and religion. Then we discuss

three examples (religion, racial segregation, and family

type) of second layer operationalization decisions, focus-

ing on the consequences of operational decisions for

research findings. We conclude by discussing the broader

implications of operational decisions, focusing particularly

on issues of power and applications for policy makers.

1 | INTRODUCTION

This article addresses why researchers need to think carefully about how to “operationalize” anything and every-

thing. To operationalize means to develop measures for a concept, and it is typically viewed as a methodological

issue. But as we show below, it is also important because operationalization impacts how we see and understand

patterns of social inequality. This article addresses operationalization within the broader context of quantitative

research on social inequality or stratification. To engage our readers, we begin with a seemingly simple question

related to our own research: Is there a gender gap in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM)?

Answers to this question are central to ongoing public debate about whether a shortage of STEM professionals

exists and, if so, about its causes, extent, and dimensions (Anft, 2013; Martin & Carnevale, 2013; NRC, 2006; NSB,
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2014; Teitelbaum, 2014). Might some of the disagreements regarding this issue be traced back to discrepancies in

operationalization? As researchers studying the gender gap in STEM, we wondered to what extent researchers'

operationalization of “STEM” (i.e., which fields were counted as STEM) might have influenced findings related to the

gender gap. Comparing the proportion of STEM bachelor's degrees earned by women across four federal agencies'

measures of STEM, we found substantial variation: women earn only 36.5% of STEM degrees when we counted

those fields defined as STEM by the Department of Education, but women earn 55.9% of STEM degrees when we

counted those fields defined as STEM by the National Institutes of Health, which use a broader measure that

includes medical fields. These patterns hold even controlling for other factors in multivariate statistical models (Steidl,

Werum, Harcey, Absalon, & MillerMacPhee, 2019). In other words, how we operationalized STEM produced either a

gender gap that substantially favored men, or one that slightly favored women. Of course, many readers will note

that our findings depend not only on how we operationalize STEM, but also on how we operationalize gender (who

do we count as a man? And who do we count as a woman?), an issue to which we will return later!

While writing up our findings, we were reminded that our experience is part of a classic phenomenon that comes

up across the social sciences—and beyond (e.g., Is Pluto a “planet”? How do we operationalize the concept of

“planet”?). Perhaps some of our readers recall similar classroom exercises in college-level methods courses? Yet

despite its relevance to both quantitative and qualitative scholars, operationalization has been the focus of less

research than many other methodological topics. A quick Google Scholar search of articles published in Sociological

Methodology and Sociological Methods & Research produces only 194 results for “operationalization OR

operationalize” from 1980 to 2019, but 1,224 results for “sampling” and 1,436 results just for “regression.” Yet, the

STEM example above clearly highlights how the way we operationalize concepts impacts how we see and under-

stand patterns of social inequality. We contend that careful consideration of operationalization is critically important

for researchers, policy makers, and practitioners.

To make the case for our argument, this article reviews the critical role operationalization plays during multiple

phases of social research. Although we focus primarily on quantitative research, many of our points apply to qualita-

tive research as well. We begin by providing a brief synopsis of what operationalization does/does not entail, then

illustrate how operationalization impacts research findings, highlighting key areas of research and prominent debates

about operationalization within the field of social stratification. We conclude by discussing the broader impacts of

operational decisions made by researchers.

2 | DEFINING OPERATIONALIZATION

The term “operationalization” is typically used to signify the process by which social scientists create empirical (data-

based) indicators to measure broader (theoretically based) concepts (Adcock & Collier, 2001). Operationalization is

not the same as conceptualization, although these two processes often occur together (Carr et al., 2017).

Conceptualization refers to the process of concretely defining an abstract concept (Hox, 1997). Let's imagine that

we want to investigate whether playing video games impacts academic performance. This analysis involves two very

broad abstract concepts: video games and academic performance. First, we must conceptualize or define these con-

cepts more concretely. What characteristics define a game as a “video game”? Do all games played on a screen or

monitor count? If I play solitaire on my phone, is that a video game? Then, what do we mean by academic perfor-

mance? There are many aspects of academic performance. Are we concerned about grades? Classroom behavior?

Performance on standardized tests?

After conceptualization, we can begin operationalizing our concepts. For quantitative researchers, this often

involves either constructing survey questions or choosing particular measures in secondary data. Continuing our

example above, if we were designing our own survey, we might ask students how many hours per day they spend

playing games on a computer or gaming console. Alternately, we could list a variety of types of video games (e.g., first

person shooter games, massively multiplayer online (MMO) games, puzzle games, and online card games) and ask
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students to report which they have played during the past week. With regard to academic performance, we might

ask students to report their GPA. If we were using an existing secondary dataset instead of gathering our own data,

we would choose those variables that best fit our conceptualization.

In quantitative research, the processes of conceptualization and operationalization occur prior to analysis; in

qualitative research, they may occur before, during, and even after data collection (Carr et al., 2017). Qualitative

researchers often seek to understand how participants understand particular concepts. For example, in a qualitative

interview, a researcher might ask what kind of video games a participant plays. Such a question allows the participant

to conceptualize the concept of video game, enabling the researcher to better understand the meaning that individ-

uals attach to such abstract concepts. Operationalization in qualitative research also frequently includes the develop-

ment of a coding schema. For example, a researcher studying violence in video games might code each game

according to the following schema: (a) scene(s) resulting in the spilling of blood, (b) scene(s) including a character

intentionally causing another character physical harm, (c) scene(s) resulting in the on-screen death of a character, and

(d) scene(s) wherein a character uses a weapon to threaten physical harm to a character.

As the examples above suggest, choosing to operationalize a concept in different ways introduces the possibility

that findings might differ precisely because the measurement differs. In fact, research on operationalization has

shown that how researchers operationalize key concepts greatly influences the results of empirical analyses

(Firebaugh, 2008). We saw this quite clearly in our own research with regard to the gender gap in STEM. Lay readers

may mistakenly assume that differences in how researchers operationalize—and the differences in empirical findings

reported—are a sign of disagreement, or worse yet confusion, among scientists. Yet, variation in operationalization

across studies should not be interpreted as problematic. Proper operationalization of a concept depends on the par-

ticular research context (Adcock & Collier, 2001; Mahoney, 2004). For example, the particular indicators that we use

to measure democracy may depend upon the historical time period in which we are measuring it (Collier, 1999).

Operationalization may also require “updating” as the social assumptions underlying concepts change (Agger, 1991).

While considering the impact of different operational decisions matters for all sociologists, it is particularly critical

for inequality or stratification researchers, because measures of stratification often involve several layers of

operationalization: researchers make operational decisions about how to assign individuals to social groups (e.g.,

race, class, and gender), which are then themselves used to construct measures of social inequality. For example,

sociologists studying racial segregation can choose among a range of indices and scales to operationalize segregation,

yet these measures of segregation themselves rely on the prior classification of individuals into racial groups. Below,

we provide several key examples of how debates about operationalization are playing out at each of these layers in

empirical research on social stratification.

3 | OPERATIONALIZING LAYER ONE: CLASS, RACE, GENDER, AND
RELIGION

What we might call the first layer of operationalization in stratification research involves sorting individuals into

social groups. But wait, you say—why don't we just allow survey respondents to sort themselves into groups? Even

research based on self-reported group affiliations depends substantially on operational decisions made by

researchers. Below, we focus on the operationalization of four group affiliations: social class, race, gender, and

religion.

Debates about how to operationalize the concept “social class” stretch back to the writings of Marx, Weber, and

Durkheim. Even students relatively new to sociology may be familiar with three classical yet incongruent measures

of social class. The first, traceable to Marx (1848, 1894) operationalizes class as a relational measure, emphasizing

key social cleavages (e.g., employer/employee) and focusing on the social relations of production. Neo-Marxist theo-

rists like Wright (1984) have provided more complex operational schemes rooted in this relational understanding of

class that incorporate not only notions of ownership but also power and control (e.g., employer/manager/employee).
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The second, traceable to Weber (1922), operationalizes class as a gradational measure, focusing on the economic

assets that provide life chances and material standards of living. Following this tradition, contemporary sociologists

often measure class in terms of socio-economic status, a composite measure that accounts for income, education,

and occupational status. Because of its complexity, socio-economic status does not lend itself to easy categorization

(e.g., one might have high income combined with low level of education), and often leads to debates about whether/

where class boundaries lie—what is the difference between being working class and middle class? K. Smith (2007)

thus suggests that Weber's concept of class may more accurately be operationalized probabilistically, such that class

boundaries lie at the point at which social mobility becomes increasingly unlikely.

A third way to conceptualize social class focuses on its subjective salience, how people “locate themselves and

others within a structure of inequality” (Durkheim 1893; Grusky & Sørenson, 1998; Weeden & Grusky, 2005;

Wright, 2005, pg. 182). This operationalization is even more complex. While it requires some subjective response

from individuals, the particular groups with which individuals identify can range considerably—from occupational cat-

egories and lifestyles to vague categories like “middle class.”

Not surprisingly, how we operationalize social class influences our empirical results. For example, Muntaner et

al.'s (2010) meta-analysis of health research found that although the health literature more commonly employs neo-

Weberian measures of class (partially due to availability in major survey datasets), the recent incorporation of neo-

Marxist measures based on employment status (e.g., manager, supervisor, and employee) allows for the identification

of new mechanisms associated with health inequalities.

A substantial body of research has also focused on operationalizing race/ethnicity (Campbell & Rogalin, 2006;

Connelly, Gayle, & Lambert, 2016; Desmond & Emirbayer, 2009; Saperstein, Kizer, & Penner, 2016; Saperstein &

Penner, 2012). Although race may appear more immutable than social class, and thus easier to operationalize, racial

and ethnic categories themselves are both contested and contextual (Omi & Winant, 1987). For example, Hitlin,

Brown, and Elder (2007, p. 587) found that although Hispanic is considered an ethnic category, “a significant portion

of self-reported Hispanics treat that identity as a race, most often by choosing ‘other’ when asked for their racial

classification.” Likewise, the decision to allow respondents to select multiple racial identities on the 2010 U.S. Census

substantially changed the proportion of Americans who identified as American Indian/Native Alaskan (Lieber,

Bhaskar & Porter, 2016). Other research has focused on the order and wording of survey questions related to race/

ethnicity (Hirschman, Alba, & Farley, 2000) and techniques for obtaining skin color variables (Flores & Telles, 2012;

Villarreal, 2010).

The case of race helps to illustrate the multiple steps of operationalization employed in assigning individuals to

social groups. During the design phase, researchers make operational decisions about potential categories to list on a

survey, from which respondents self-identify (e.g., determining the number of racial categories, deciding whether/

how to allow respondents to indicate multi-racial identities). These decisions depend not only on the desire to accu-

rately describe individuals but also on methodological limitations, like the knowledge that fewer options tend to pro-

duce adequate sample sizes for comparison between groups (Durso & Gates, 2013). Another step occurs after data

collection and prior to the analysis phase, when answer categories are often combined after the fact, to create cate-

gories like “White Hispanic” or “Black Hispanic.”

Numerous studies have investigated how operational decisions made by researchers after data collection influ-

ence outcomes (Bailey, Loveman, & Muniz, 2013; Campbell & Troyer, 2007; Cheng & Powell, 2011; Hitlin, Brown &

Elder, 2007; Mateos, Singleton, & Longley, 2009; Patterson & Dagadu, 2016; Saperstein et al., 2016; Zuberi, 2008).

For example, analyzing the effects of 27 different racial/ethnic taxonomies, Harcey and Smith (2017) found substan-

tial variation in outcomes depending on whether they assigned Hispanic individuals to a racial category (Black,

White, or other) or included “Hispanic” itself as a category in their racial taxonomy. Likewise, combining racial cate-

gories with indicators of nativity (e.g., Asian immigrant and Asian American), Irizarry (2015) finds substantial within-

group variation in teacher perceptions—especially among Asians and Latinx.

Recent scholarship has also taken a critical look at how we operationalize sex and gender. A primary critique

focuses on the binary operationalization of gender (i.e., male/female) in most nationally representative surveys,

4 of 14 STEIDL AND WERUM



which categorically excludes transgender and nonbinary individuals (Bauer, Braimoh, Schema, & Dharma, 2017;

Miller & Grollman, 2015; Sumerau, Mathers, Nowakowski, & Cragun, 2016; Westbrook & Saperstein, 2015). Most

large national surveys employ a binary measure of gender. For example, the General Social Survey sorts individuals

into two sexes, male and female, flagging changes in reported gender as errors to be corrected by researchers

(Westbrook & Saperstein, 2015). This limits the operational decisions available to researchers using secondary data,

who can only analyze what is available. Put differently, when all you have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail.

Alternatives to the binary operationalization of sex/gender frequently involve the addition of answer categories

(e.g., nonbinary, intersex, transgender, and other gender) or the separation of sex from gender identity (e.g., cisgender

woman, cisgender man, and transgender woman), but scholars have also called for more nuanced measures (Sum-

erau, Mathers, Nowakowski, & Cragun, 2016). Bauer et al. (2017) recommend that broad population surveys employ

a multi-dimensional operationalization, asking about assigned sex at birth, current gender identity, and current gen-

der expression.

Other research has focused on measuring variation within and across the categories of masculinity and feminin-

ity. Most notably, Magliozzi, Saperstein, and Westbrook (2016) developed and tested the operationalization of gen-

der using masculinity and femininity scales and found substantial diversity among both cisgender and transgender

respondents. They argue that including more nuanced measures of gender in surveys would help to expose dimen-

sions of gender experience and gender inequality that are concealed by binary measures of sex/gender. This growing

body of research drives home the extent to which operational decisions can reinforce dominant social realities, effec-

tively erasing the voices and experiences of non-dominant groups.

Finally, we point to research on religion. How do we operationalize religious affiliation? Historically, researchers

in the United States have relied upon self-reported denominational affiliations, but changes in the United States reli-

gious landscape have prompted some debates about the validity of such self-reports and as well as the usefulness of

such a classification system. Contemporary Americans are likely to switch denominations (T. Smith & Kim, 2005), to

identify as “non-denominational” (Steensland et al., 2000), or to report having “no religion” (Hout & Fischer, 2002; T.

Smith & Kim, 2005). Unfortunately, operationalization of religious affiliation categories on surveys often fails to dis-

tinguish between those belonging to “non-denominational” Protestant churches and those without religious affilia-

tions of any kind (i.e., no denomination; Woodberry and C. Smith, 1998). Moreover, using words like fundamentalist,

evangelical, and charismatic in surveys has produced varied results, with some researchers finding that respondents

distinguish between these groups (C. Smith, 1998) and others suggesting that the terms themselves are confusing

for respondents (Smidt, Kellstedt, & Guth, 2009; Woodberry & C. Smith, 1998).

Knowing that Americans are more likely to identify with a particular congregation, not a denomination (Doug-

herty, Johnson & Polson, 2007; Warner, 1994), some researchers have suggested that survey questions ask respon-

dents to identify their local congregation instead of their denominational affiliation (Dougherty et al., 2007). On one

hand, operationalizing religious affiliation at such a localized level would likely increase response validity. On the

other hand, it requires extensive operational decision-making at the second layer (as discussed below), when

researchers must decide how to sort those reported denominations—or local congregations—into meaningful groups

for comparison.

To summarize, operationalization plays a critical role in defining and reinforcing group membership and

boundaries. Here, we have reviewed some of the literature on the operationalization of class, race, gender, and

religion. Similar discussion has surrounded the operationalization of group boundaries with regard to sexual ori-

entation (Better & Simula, 2015; Compton, Meadow, & Schilt, 2018; Sumerau et al., 2016), immigrant status

(Anderson & Blinder, 2015; Simcox, 1997), and other fundamental categories used to identify social groups. We

hope that the discussion above has made clear the extent to which race, class, gender, and religion are not sim-

ply individual-level attributes. Far from it. As social constructs, categories of race, class, gender, and religion

reflect both how individuals see themselves and how society sees them. The operational decisions made by

researchers also reflect these social realities and social research constitutes one location through which these

social constructs are produced and maintained.
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4 | OPERATIONALIZING LAYER TWO: RELIGION, RACIAL SEGREGATION
AND FAMILY TYPE

The previous section focused on the first layer of operationalization within stratification research—sorting individuals

into groups. This section examines the second layer of operationalization, wherein stratification researchers utilize

first-layer measures to operationalize subsequent measures of group difference and inequality. We focus on three

examples: religion, racial segregation, and family type.

Our first example picks up where we left off in the previous section, with religion. After gathering data on

denominational or congregational affiliation, researchers must aggregate these diverse responses into larger group-

ings to facilitate comparison, a process that has been the source of much debate within the literature (Dougherty et

al., 2007; Steensland et al., 2000; Woodberry & Smith, 1998). In the 1990s, this second layer of operationalization

frequently involved organizing self-reported denominations along a fundamentalist-moderate-liberal continuum (T.

Smith, 1990). This approach was so popular that the General Social Survey (GSS) included a generated variable that

automatically assigned respondents to one of these three categories based on their denominational affiliation. This

second layer of operationalization allowed for comparison between large groups (e.g., how do fundamentalists differ

from liberals?). However, some researchers remained concerned that the fundamentalist-moderate-liberal continuum

conflated political with religious attitudes and failed to accurately capture social differences between groups

(Kellstedt & Smidt, 1996).

Steensland et al. (2000) introduced an alternate classification system, best known by is GSS variable name,

RELTRAD. Like the fundamentalist-moderate-liberal continuum, RELTRAD sorts Protestants based on their self-

reported denomination. However, RETRAD groups individuals based on structural networks among denominations,

instead of using denomination as a proxy for beliefs/ideology. Put another way, instead of focusing on “What do

Methodists believe?” as a means of determining religious classification, Steensland et al. (2000) asked, “With what

national religious organizations (e.g., National Council of Churches) are Methodist churches affiliated?” and “Which

other denominations are affiliated with these same organizations?” This new system resulted in six religious catego-

ries: mainline Protestant, evangelical Protestant, Black Protestant, Roman Catholic, Jewish, and Other (e.g., Mormon,

Jehovah's Witness, Muslim, Hindu, and Unitarian). Using this operational system, RELTRAD, improves our ability to

predict other social attitudes (political views, economic attitudes, etc.) and employs less confusing vocabulary (Ste-

ensland et al., 2000; Woodberry, Park, Kellstedt, Regnerus, & Steensland, 2012). By the late 2000s, the RELTRAD

system had already become the standard method for coding GSS and other survey data related to religious affiliation

(Dougherty et al. 2007; Woodberry et al., 2012). This example demonstrates how quickly norms of operationalization

can shift, and how ongoing research on methodology can help scholars reconstruct their measures to better fit the

changing landscape of the social world.

Our second example examines research on racial segregation. Again, measures of racial segregation rest on sec-

ond-layer operational decisions, shaped by first-layer operational decisions about how to assign racial/ethnic group

affiliations. Vigorous debate has arisen around how to conceptualize and operationalize racial segregation (James &

Taeuber, 1985; Massey & Denton, 1998; Reardon & Firebaugh, 2002; Reardon & O'Sullivan, 2004), but two very

common operational practices illustrate our point.

One way to conceptualize segregation is as the uneven distribution of groups across an area—e.g., to what extent

do schools within a district or neighborhoods within a city appear racially representative of the larger district/city?

This conceptualization is particularly useful when we try to explain structural differences in resources available to

groups based on their location (e.g., housing, medical care, and food). Most researchers operationalizing segregation

this way have used a dissimilarity index, which indicates the proportion of one group that would have to be

reallocated in order to achieve proportional representation across subunits.

An alternate way to conceptualize segregation is in terms of group composition, capturing notions of diversity

and inter-group interactions. Measuring segregation in this way is more relevant to explaining segregation as it
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relates to interpersonal attitudes and group dynamics. In this case, segregation is best operationalized using indices

of exposure or isolation (Condron, Tope, Steidl, & Freeman, 2013; Reardon & Firebaugh, 2002). The exposure index,

for example, indicates the proportion of one group present in the context of a typical member of the other group—e.

g., if we take a typical Black student, what proportion of their classmates are White?

Neither of these measures is intrinsically better or worse (in methodological terms they are equally valid and reli-

able). Yet operational decisions made by researchers can lead to very different measures of the same concept, and

by extension to different research conclusions. Freeman and Steidl (2016, pp. 176–77) illustrate this point using a

hypothetical school district: “Imagine that in [this] district, 100% of students are White (so, necessarily, each school

is attended by 100% White students). This district has a dissimilarity index of 0 … [and] the exposure index for this

district is 0.” In other words, a racially homogenous school in a racially homogenous district would be considered

completely integrated, when segregation is operationalized using a distributional measure, but considered completely

segregated, when segregation is operationalized using a compositional measure. This example highlights how the

same abstract concept (segregation), when conceptualized differently (distribution vs. composition) and

operationalized differently (dissimilarity index vs. exposure index), can lead to very different research findings. Per-

haps unsurprisingly then, how researchers operationalize segregation has been shown to influence both the direction

and magnitude of racial stratification outcomes, ranging from preterm birth rates to achievement test scores, and

from school suspension rates to neighborhoods/housing (Britton & Shin, 2013; Condron et al., 2013; Freeman &

Steidl, 2016; Massey & Denton, 1998).

Our third example of the impact of operationalization on stratification research revolves around the measure-

ment of family type, particularly those measures of family type explicitly tied to gender and sexual orientation. As

debates about same-sex marriage swept the United States in the late 2000s, a growing body of research focused on

how to identify or capture same-sex couples using large survey data sets (Black, Gates, Sanders, & Taylor, 2007;

Cheng & Powell, 2015; Gates & Steinberger, 2009; Powell, Bolzendahl, Geist & Steelman, 2010). While most large

surveys include questions about the respondent's marital status, and some include questions about the respondent's

sexuality, few include questions about the sex or gender identity of the respondent's spouse. Decisions about how

to operationalize family type are thus what we call second-layer operationalization, dependent upon the first-layer

operationalization of questions related to sexual orientation, marital status, etc.

Regnerus's (2012) study comparing social and psychological outcomes of children who grew up in households

with different family types brought the operationalization of family type to the forefront of sociological and public

awareness. Regnerus reported that adult children whose parents had same-sex relationships tended to have worse

outcomes than adult children who grew up in intact biological families. However, attempts to replicate these findings

produced conflicting results causing other scholars to call into question aspects of Regnerus's methods (Cheng &

Powell, 2015; Perrin, Cohen, & Caren, 2013; Rosenfeld, 2015). Cheng and Powell (2015) document precisely how

Regnerus's operationalization of same-sex relationships and “intact biological families” influenced his findings. They

note that, although the study purports to examine the effect of being raised in different family types, Regnerus coun-

ted respondents who were raised by their biological parents, but whose parents separated after they reached adult-

hood, as not being raised in an intact biological family. Instead, he created a separate category: divorced later or had

joint custody. Cheng and Powell (2015) critiqued this operationalization: because those parents who later divorced

may have had less stable marriages, the decision to not count these individuals as having grown up in intact biologi-

cal families artificially inflated the positive outcomes for those remaining in the “intact biological families” category.

Moreover, Cheng and Powell questioned Regnerus's ability to accurately identify same-sex families, which he

operationalized using questions about parental romantic relationships that were not asked of respondents who

reported growing up in intact biological families. In other words, first-layer operational decisions about who should

be asked about parental romantic relationships resulted in inconsistencies in operationalizing same-sex families at

the second layer. Correcting for these and other issues with operationalization, Cheng and Powell reanalyzed the

data, and found that “the results are either inconclusive or suggestive that adult children raised by same-sex two-par-

ent families show a comparable adult profile to their peers raised by two-biological-parent families” (2015, p. 624).
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This debate again illustrates the extent to which operationalization can influence the stratification or inequality pat-

terns our research detects. Moreover, close examination and replication encouraged by such debates constitutes

optimal social science practice.

5 | DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

In this article, we have demonstrated the complexities associated with operationalization and reviewed several of

the key debates related to operationalization within the literature on social stratification. In particular, we hope that

readers have a better understanding of two things: the way that multiple layers of operationalization build upon each

other over the course of a research project, and the potential for operational decisions to shape research findings.

We have also noted that operationalization has received far less attention than other methodological issues. Too fre-

quently, operational decisions are presented descriptively instead of critically—as merely a technical issue. In other

words, most journals expect that researchers explain how they measured concepts, but not why they chose to mea-

sure them as such. We contend that careful consideration of operationalization is critically important for researchers,

policy makers, and practitioners. In this final section then, we address how methodological decisions related to

operationalization can impact the “real world”—examining issues of power and policy.

Operationalization has always been entwined with power dynamics and structures of oppression (Gamson &

Moon, 2004; Omi & Winant, 1987; Rosino, 2016). Operational decisions allow researchers to create, reinforce, or

challenge the social construction and meaning of social group membership. Classical theorists like Du Bois (1940), de

Beauvoir (1952), and Said (1978) have documented how categories of knowledge constructed by and for the domi-

nant group have been employed to reinforce that group's privilege and position. So how can we engage in responsi-

ble operationalization? To some extent, feminist scholarship has led the way in addressing issues of power as they

relate to research methodology, in particular calling for the practice of reflexivity (Harding, 1992; Olesen, 1994):

“Partiality, and not universality, is the condition of being heard; individuals and groups forwarding knowledge claims

without owning their position are deemed less credible than those who do” (Collins, 1990, p. 290). Moreover, as

scholars from previously under-represented groups join in the production of knowledge, they have challenged exis-

ting operational practices. Social realities themselves are not necessarily changing (there have been transgender peo-

ple for a long time), but only recently have social scientists begun to take these realities into account.

Critical race scholars have also played an important role, drawing attention to how methodological practices

(including the operationalization of race), arising out of a history of social control and domination, (re)produce white-

ness as normative and thereby produce the racialized “other” as deviant (Zuberi & Bonilla-Silva, 2008). Thus, our sci-

entific understanding of metabolic activity, garnered from years of historic research on primarily White subjects,

creates a racially biased understanding of health that normalizes White bodies and constructs non-White bodies as

aberrant (Hatch, 2016). Moreover, when we conceptualize and measure differences in outcomes based on “race”

instead of based on “exposure to racism,” our findings perpetuate essentialist notions of race (Hatch, 2016; Holland,

2008) and can lead to poorly designed interventions and policies. For example, Hatch (2016) argues that when we

identify race as a risk factor for diabetes, instead of racial differences in access to healthy food, we will likely allocate

more resources to educating Black Americans about the risks of diabetes than to building grocery stores in under-

served communities.

Operationalization is also tied to social policy development and outcomes. To further illustrate, we turn again to

the example of school segregation. Bussing practices became common starting in the 1960s, approximately a decade

after the Brown v. Board of Education SCOTUS decision that declared racial segregation of schools unconstitutional,

often as part of court-ordered desegregation plans (Hermalin & Farley, 1973; Olzak, Shanahan, & West, 1994). In this

case, the policy goal—school desegregation—was pursued with the underlying assumption that changing the distribu-

tion of students across schools within a district would change their educational and social experiences.
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Evaluating the effectiveness of bussing became difficult as White families fled schools and districts (Frankenberg,

2013; Logan, Zhang, & Oakley, 2017; Owens, 2016; Quillian, 2014; Saporito & Sohoni, 2006) and neighborhoods

organized to change district boundaries in ways that made the district appear integrated even as schools within dis-

tricts remained segregated or became more so (Breslow, Wexler, & Collins, 2014; Orfield, Bachmeier, James, & Eitle,

1997; Saporito & Sohoni, 2006). Moreover, school choice, k-12 privatization, and homeschooling have also been

linked to racial demographics (Bankston & Caldas, 2000; Boutcher, Kronberg, & Werum, 2018; Davis, 2009; Logan

et al., 2017; Renzulli & Roscigno, 2005). Many of these practices produced racially homogenous schools within

racially homogenous districts that arguably look integrated, depending on how we measure segregation.

Moreover, sociologists of education have shown that segregation within schools may rival segregation between

schools and districts. Schools have become racially segregated both in academic settings (e.g., tracking and AP clas-

ses; see Davis, 2009; Kubitschek & Hallinan, 1996) and extracurricular settings (e.g., cafeteria, clubs, and detention;

see Freeman & Steidl, 2016; Moody, 2001; Tyson, 2011). This suggests the need for studying segregation both in

terms of distribution (differential access to resources and opportunities within the school) and composition (fewer

opportunities for students to interact with one another on an everyday basis).

The example of school desegregation highlights the importance of employing multiple methods of

operationalization in designing policy, as well as evaluating policy effectiveness. We encourage readers to consider

additional ways in which policies have been designed, implemented and evaluated based on empirical research, par-

ticularly by decisions related to operationalization. For instance, the abovementioned debate regarding the ideal of

an “intact biological family” (see Cheng & Powell, 2015; Regnerus, 2012) clearly reverberates through ongoing public

discourse and even recent federal family policy changes related to the U.S. Supreme Court's recognizing of same-sex

marriages in 2015 (Obergefell v. Hodges).

To summarize, operational decisions have real consequences. They shape our common sense understanding of

the world, justifying existing structural conditions and influencing the distribution of resources. Seemingly small

operational decisions can significantly influence research findings, and thus shape policy interventions and policy

impacts, intended and otherwise. We also have an obligation to remind readers that policy implementation, in turn,

raises new questions requiring researchers to generate innovative ways of conceptualizing and operationalizing phe-

nomena of interest. Ideally, this continual feedback loop is what ultimately keeps pushing forward both scientific

inquiries and meaningful policy reforms. That operational decisions are too frequently addressed without justification

for the sake of space in academic publishing has perhaps allowed for the development of a culture in which decisions

related to operationalization are given less attention by readers and reviewers than decisions related to statistical

techniques and other methodological issues. Assumptions and decisions made during the operationalization process

should be subject to the same types of critical discussion as other steps in the research process.

So how can we improve awareness around issues of operationalization within the field of sociology? Ideally,

researchers should operationalize their concepts in multiple ways. When multiple measures of the same concept pro-

duce similar results, we have more confidence in our conclusions and call them “robust.” Realistically, multiple mea-

sures are not always possible (especially when limited data is available), and advocating for such simplistic

requirements reduces our ability to study difficult subjects. We recommend that researchers provide some discus-

sion of why they have made particular operational decisions, instead of simply describing how they operationalized

concepts, and that researchers carefully consider how their operationalization may reproduce or challenge oppres-

sive structures.
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