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Abstract
This paper offers a critique of sociometrics as a ubiquitous method of measuring social relationships among children in social groups such as school classes. This is important in relation to disability politics and research as the apparently scientific measures are frequently used in the process of labelling children or predisposing the children involved, or others involved with them, to view disabled and other children in particular ways. We open a debate about judgements concerning whether use of sociometric techniques needs to better informed by questions about the underpinning normalising frameworks on which they depend, about the connotations of blame associated with particular sociometric statuses, and about the way that research constructs difficulties and reflects an adult agenda. We argue for the value of the transactional turn in understanding the implications of this approach and for highlighting alternative perspectives.
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Points of Interest 


· Sociometrics is a mathematical approach researchers use to measure the popularity of individuals.  Often researchers ask participants to name the people they like or dislike spending time with and calculations are used to determine a category of popularity for each individual.

· We argue that this approach is based on an assumption that all individuals need and want a certain number of friends rather than understanding the varying nature of social experiences.
· This practice of categorising individuals as popular and so on may construct and reinforce social difficulties, especially for disabled children.  It fails to consider the role of the environment in creating these difficulties, instead may blame the individual.

· Lastly, this approach may have a detrimental impact on behaviour and interactions and affect the social context.
Introduction

Sociometrics as tools for measuring social relationships across children and adults and a range of social contexts are well-established. In educational research, and particularly in studies concerned with children’s social experiences of schooling or the group belonging of pupils who are different, disabled, or have learning disabilities, there is considerable reliance on the use of these measures. This methodological dominance was particularly apparent to us when conducting a literature search on the theme of belonging and friendship. Outside of education the method is also widely used, for example, in studying the interrelationships between workforce staff (Jones 2001).

In this paper we critique the sociometric approach from a social justice perspective, drawing attention to the potential for harm through the normative pressures and labelling processes entailed. This is not an attempt to evaluate all, or even a specific sample of the work in this vast field, though our examples are mainly drawn from the education field in which we work. Instead this is a discursive paper, motivated by a concern to respond to the issues arising for us as we are constantly confronted with this body of work in our own research on social belonging. We qualify our arguments with the acknowledgement that there is considerable variation in sociometric techniques and what use is made of them. Thus, it is to some definitions that we now turn. 

Avramidis and Wilde (2009, 328) describe sociometrics as:  

quantitative tools which are designed to measure social relationships, typically used in education studies to understand group clusters and characteristics and for evaluating the extent and types of students’ popularity within classrooms. 
The most commonly used technique to help researchers to identify, describe and evaluate the social status of individuals is the peer nomination approach which originated from Moreno (1934). Children name classmates who fit a particular sociometrics criterion (e.g. ‘three classmates with whom you like to play’). Nominations may be based on positive criteria (as in the example above) or negative criteria (e.g. ‘three classmates with whom you do not like to play’). Variations include McCandless and Marshall’s (1957) picture sociometric nomination technique used with younger children using photographs of peers. 

Sociometric techniques are variously used as the method in a study, or as one of a group of methods. Sandstrom and Cillessen (2003), for example, utilised a diary approach to examine children’s experiences of school each day followed by sociometrics group interviews. For some researchers, there is a need not just to combine but to move on.  Avramidis (2010, 415) suggests that social cognitive mapping (SCM) may provide an alternative to sociometrics, providing more information about the nature of social networks and the relations amongst peers. Here participants are asked to name the pupils they spend time with in school and their responses are used to form a social map of the class. This approach therefore enables individuals to provide information about social clusters beyond their own immediate set of friends resulting in the identification of all peer groups in a particular network. This technique leads to the classification of pupils in four types of network centrality: nuclear, secondary, peripheral, and isolate.
A critique

Friendships and social bonds are always going to be differently researched and differently understood by philosophers, psychologists and sociologists; to expect consensus would be naive. Our critique comes from our position as educationalists/methodologists taking the stance that these methods have consequences for people – children, disabled people, teachers and researchers - and these require some attention. Disability & Society has not been an outlet for research using sociometrics, perhaps because of these consequences, but it is an obvious place to open up dialogue about whether we should be making more of a fuss about sociometrics. Two decades ago Söder (1990), writing in the journal, drew attention to the advantages of the techniques in terms of seeking attitudes towards ‘concrete persons’ as opposed to ‘abstract persons singled out only by their disability’ (p.232). He further noted the ways in which such research has highlighted the negative social status of children with learning disabilities in particular. Importantly, though he questioned the usefulness of such research which does not look at why some children are preferred over others and the role of stereotypes and social contexts in the preferences that are elicited. While sympathising whole-heartedly with these points we are not getting into an argument that qualitative alternatives are better as they already exist and do a different job for the researcher. Instead, our arguments are about the injustices that sociometric techniques may inadvertently promulgate.

(1) The normativity stranglehold

Researchers who use sociometric techniques often do so out of concern for children who may lack friends and social networks; the argument is that if such children (or patterns of particular kinds of children) are identified then the research can be used to inform direct interventions to help them  (Barrera and Schulte 2009; Frosh and Callias 1980). What this neglects, however, is the underpinning assumption that a certain number of friends is normal and that children with atypical friendship or social patterns require these to be normalised, often by normalising the children themselves. 

This maintains a position that the happiness of young people is completely dependent on the social relations between them and their peers – the number and superficial type of their friendships - without considering the fluid and contextual nature of social interaction. While sociometric studies have indicated a relative stability in friendships/social contact nominations over time, they have not problematised the notion that there is an ideal number of friends or that to be on the edge of social groupings can be a valid place to be. This adds to pressures to normalise rather than accept the plurality of children’s social experiences. Even researching to find whether children who are disabled are more likely to have ‘low levels of sociometric status (i.e., neglected, rejected) than their peers without disabilities’ (Farmer & Famer 1996) is to impose a normative stranglehold on a complex social situation. All kinds of assumptions are at work about the value and status of certain kinds of people, certain places in the social setup and the problematic nature of being different, which are tied up with an uncritical normalisation agenda. This maintains the insider/outsider binary without addressing alternative outsider routes to experiencing social belonging (Williams & Nind 1999).
(2) Architects of their own downfall

Sociometric studies form a core part of a literature in which isolated children are seen as architects of their own downfall. Coie et al. (1990, 17), for example, contend that their research shows that ‘cooperativeness and pro-social behaviour emerge as major correlates of positive status’. The reverse is inevitably implied and children who are isolated are identified alongside factors that make them unpopular among others. Often this reflects simplistic, medicalised understandings of the children whose ‘isolation’ is blamed on their own social skills deficits, overlooking the role of the environment, rather than as Schoon (2009) and Cotterell  (1996a) have argued, seeking to understand the complex, contextual and situated nature of social interaction. Farmer and Farmer (1996) are explicit about the limitations of sociometrics in overlooking the role of the environment in determining social relations. They go on to propose a ‘social network perspective’ which reflects an understanding of the complex arrangement of both individual and group factors with regards to classroom social relationships. However, like Foster and Ritchey (1979), we argue that the tendency of sociometrics more generally to ignore the context of interactions limits the usefulness of the data generated. More importantly, in terms of our argument about potential harms, this can reduce the research to a process of categorisation. 

(3) Making difficulties

Barton’s (1988) core argument that ‘research is not a value neutral activity’ barely needs further rehearsal. Clough and Barton (1995) illustrated very powerfully how research constructs special education needs; through its presumptions ‘research itself creates – rather than merely studies – the phenomenon of special education/disability’ (p.3). Nowhere is this more evident yet under-critiqued than in the field of sociometrics where, for example, researchers ask questions about ‘who in your grade do you like most/least’, ‘who are mean’, ‘who play alone a lot’ and yield scores for liking, disliking  aggression, social withdrawal and leadership (Sandstrom & Cillssen 2003). This is a field where researchers create and construct ‘isolates’ (Richards 1995) ‘most disliked’ (Mand 2007)  children ‘at-risk’ (see Asher & Markell 1981) and ‘rejected’ (Scheepstra et al. 1999; Monchy et al. 2004). The findings of sociometric studies reflect and reinforce marginalisation and exclusion embedded in social systems, recreating them through whole new processes of labelling and categorisation. 
Avramidis and Wilde (2009) are unusual in arguing that findings from sociometrics reflect the normative standards of classrooms. They’re not altogether unique move to adapt the technique with ‘rating scale’ methods in which pupils rate their degree of preference for spending time with all their classmates have reflects an awareness of the way in which methods can merely reflect the  marginal status of some pupils and thereby bias nominations. Rating scale studies place equal attention on each class member, therefore providing a ‘whole class’, multi-dimensional picture of group associations and the reasons behind them. However, even with a rating scale approach we question to what extent the peer responses are influenced by embedded societal understandings and ‘make difficulties’ by fixing what may be in flux.
(4) Whose agenda?

In probing the potential harm connected with sociometrics we need to recognise the intended good also associated with these techniques. Many researchers (e.g. Gest et al. 2003) justify the use of sociometrics on the grounds that they capture the perspectives of children and young people. Warden & MacKinnon (2003) highlight that what children experience differs from that which adult’s witness. Rather than relying on teachers as providers of information peer nomination techniques go more directly to children who, it is argued, are stakeholders in the research. Coie et al. (1990, 18), for example, argue the importance of peers in sociometric testing, stating that:

Peers, of course, are the judges of status, so their perspective is crucial. They have access to social interactions that often are outside the scrutiny of adults. They also have an implicit understanding of the norms for behaviour within the child peer group and are apt to be sensitive to the implications of violating these norms.

Similarly, Hayvren and Hymel (1984) maintain that this technique provides an evaluation of children's social relations from the perspective of the peers themselves, rather than relying on external or adult sources of information. This may be so, but the desire to identify children who may be ‘isolates’ and so on is very much an adult agenda. Moreover, as part of this agenda children are recruited into the business of categorising or labelling their peers and potentially into creating negative impacts on interaction. This is an argument we return to later in the paper. 

The desire to demonstrate the reliability of sociometric data has led to researchers using a test-retest approach to show continuity in peer nominations. For example, Asher et al. (1979) utilised a sociometric approach with nineteen four-year-old children in a pre-school setting, in which the test was administered at two different times four weeks apart. Once again, this very particular agenda has a consequence for children of drawing them into adult processes, this time of repeat labelling. If nominating a child who is different in some way as someone they do not wish to play with did no stick in children’s minds the first time round, after multiple nominations the chances of colluding in ‘making difficulties’ are surely increased.

(5) The harm of labelling 

Our concern with the potential of sociometrics to cause harm through labelling is not new. Indeed some researchers who use the techniques attempt to address this in their specific methods. The use of negative nominations, which requires children to report their negative perceptions of children, is the most contentious application. Hayvren and Hymel (1984, 848) found no observable negative impacts on preschool children’s behaviour following their involvement in sociometric nominations, but concede that:

Sociometric measures may potentially have other, less readily observable negative effects on children, including the possibility of lower self-esteem among children who are generally disliked by their peers. Until further research has been conducted, the judicious use of sociometrics measures is probably still warranted. 
Due to concerns regarding the influence of negative nomination practice on the behaviour of children, researchers often remove negative nominations from their research design. This is a positive option in our view, but may only serve to make the process of othering some children more subtle.  For example, Avramidis and Wilde (2009) argue that sociometrics often result in findings which highlight the popularity or marginalisation of a limited number of children. This is most likely to reflect the normative standards of the class whilst obscuring the position of children accredited with special educational needs. The alternative peer rating method discussed above is seen as preferential in reducing the impact of focusing on the most and least popular peers by focusing on everyone, but ultimately the outcome is to identify those on the edge of children’s social networks.

For some researchers reducing the prospect of doing harm is particularly high on the agenda. Avramidis (2010) utilised one-to-one interviews with all participating pupils, rather than administering a self-report instrument. He took careful attention to ensure that the process of peer assessment formed only a small part of a much broader interview addressing a wide range of issues. This, he argues, helped to minimise the chance of pupils sharing their answers with peers, reducing the potentially problematic impact on social interaction. 

An alternative to avoiding, or minimising the use of negative nominations, has been to research their effects. Various researchers have investigated the effects of negative nominations on the behaviour of children and suggest that the technique does not have a detrimental impact on peer interaction. These studies tend to take a relatively unsophisticated approach to this causal relationship.  For example, Iverson and Iverson (1996) asked a group of sixth grader children who had previously participated in sociometric research about their experiences of the process. Most participants claimed they had enjoyed taking part, but enjoyed the negative nominations less than the positive nominations. Bell-Dolan et al. (1989) also investigated the effects of sociometric research: fifth graders who participated in traditional sociometric testing and a control group of children who answered questions about the school subjects they liked and disliked were given measures of mood and loneliness right before and after the surveys. These children were also observed interacting with each other following the procedures. Children who took part in sociometrics testing did not differ from the control children in their reactions to the approach and there were no differences before or after testing with regards loneliness or mood. Therefore, both studies suggest that the use of sociometrics does not have a detrimental effect on participants. Yet looking for potential harm done by negative nominations may be looking in the wrong place, that is, it may not be the behaviour of the nominating children, but the behaviour of other individuals and the cumulative effect on the social context where harm is done.  

(6) The transactional turn

Our argument is that we should be less concerned with isolating simple relationships: who likes who, who dislikes who and how identifying this impacts on behaviour, and more concerned with the role of sociometric techniques in influencing the on-going interactions within classrooms and other social settings. Sameroff (1991) proposes a transactional model as a way of understanding complex two-way influences. While his concern has been with how infants and parents influence each other, their environments and thereby the infants’ development, this model is applicable here. It allows us to see that as soon as one person interacts with another, this changes that person, and it is this changed person with whom they then interact and who in turn changes them. As Llewellyn and Hogan (2000, 161) put it: ‘behaviour change in one person influences the behaviour and is then fed back transformed to the other’. This process is repeated in ‘continuous dynamic interactions’ (Sameroff 1991, 173) - which makes the notion of one-off consequences of our research interventions highly problematic.
Applying a transactional model to understanding children’s social experiences and to the role of sociometric techniques in influencing these experiences recognises all the players as active synthesisers of information. A multitude of interaction dynamics lead up to children’s peer nominations and a multitude of interaction dynamics follow on from them. Yet sociometrics rarely engage with the factors at work (Foster & Ricley, 1979) let alone the dynamics. A core argument in defence of sociometrics is that identifying children on the margins of social groups allows us to do something about them – to intervene in the perceived problem. Vasa et al. (1994) found that 41 per cent of teachers in a state-wide survey used sociometric techniques in the classroom for grouping learners for lessons.  Avramidis and Wilde (2009) justified using sociometrics alongside qualitative exploration because they wanted to capture the impacts of inclusion on the behaviour, social skills, attitudes and friendship of children with and without ‘special educational needs’. But understanding the transactional dynamic illustrates that the sociometric process itself is part of re-defining children and their relationship with the social environment. This has the potential to set up patterns of behaviour among teachers and peers and classroom cultures counter to those that are actually desired. A sociometric approach to identifying and addressing social dynamics may neglect those very dynamics – fixing what is fluid – reducing what is transactional to something linear. 
Conclusion

In conclusion we reflect on what we do with this critique and where it takes us, and we suggest three ways in which it might make a difference. The first is to prompt further exploration regarding the extent to which the more sophisticated variations and alternatives to sociometrics, such as Cairns et al.’s (1997) and Avramidis’ (2010) social cognitive mapping and Farmer and Farmer’s (1996) ‘social network perspective’ (i) take better account of the transactional, and (ii) have less potential for harm. The second is to stimulate further debate among the community of researchers using sociometric techniques about the unintended as well as intended consequences of their work. The third relates to a reminder of the connection between politics and methods. Sociometric methods do not sit outside of the world of disability politics – their use shapes the lens of researchers, the perspectives of teachers, the social worlds of children. They have potential for harm and they warrant more extensive challenge. 
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