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Abstract

Among schools of thought in comparative research, Rational Choice Theory (RCT) is 
both the most systematic and the most contested. RCT lacks a “classical” foundation 
but offfers a clear internal theory structure. The rationality assumption contains an 
unquestioned heuristic aspect, although the determinants of choice (especially prefer-
ences) lack a universally accepted solution. The choice aspect addresses the under-
standing of social phenomena as the result of individual actions seen in light of the 
possible alternatives. This view unifĳies scholars in the Rational Choice tradition and 
leads to the macro-micro-macro-scheme. Micro-oriented comparative research has 
flourished through the availability of multi-level data sets in fĳields such as social capi-
tal theory, social stratifĳication and mobility, including educational attainment or the 
inclusion of migrants, family studies, criminology, and labor markets. Institutional 
RCT-based comparative research has addressed welfare states, religion, and general 
questions. In both aspects, RCT leaves room for further productivity in comparative 
research.
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Rational Choice Theory (RCT) is among the most important schools of thought 
in comparative research and it is probably the most systematic, as well as the 
most contested.

While many schools of thought are characterized by the use of a specifĳic 
“classic”, a seminal author like Marx or Bourdieu whose wisdom has sparked 
an entire school of thought, this idea is wholeheartedly dismissed by the 
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 proponents of RCT – although internal dynamics of science have led James 
Coleman and Gary S. Becker to some sort of “classical” status for RCT.

Since the 1990s, many good articles reviewing the general development of 
RCT have been published (see, e.g., Hechter and Kanazawa 1997; Edling and 
Stern 2003; Hedström and Stern 2008; Raub, Buskens, and Van Assen 2011; 
Kroneberg and Kalter 2012). Consequently, the present assessment concen-
trates on some questions particularly relevant for comparative research. The 
available reviews, however, all share a similar tendency to consider the norma-
tive understanding of science as a value-free accumulation of knowledge of 
reality. Although RCT generally embraces the perspectice that social facts are 
shaped by all-too-human actors who have their own specifĳic rationality, this 
perspective is not yet incorporated into these reviews, as they fail to acknow-
lege that science is also shaped by human actors. Since it is helpful for com-
parative scholars to understand such dynamics, the second aim of the article 
is to describe RCT in a way that allows one to understand why it is relatively 
underestimated in contemporary comparative research.

1 Scapegoat Avoidance and Factual Progress: Rational Choice 
Sociology Under Change

To understand the position of RC sociology today, it is worthwhile to review 
the formation of the disciplinary organization of the science that mirrors the 
advent of diffferentiation in the nascent industrial society. While Adam Smith 
([1776] 1976) and Karl Marx ([1867] 1993) viewed the totality of social inter-
action, the late 19th century saw the emergence of clear disciplinary distinc-
tions, notably between sociology and economics. This disciplinary distinction 
was underlined by the fact that the emerging “modern” enterprises worked as 
systems of bureaucratic rule, making them “iron cages” from the inside but 
appearing as rational actors from the outside (Weber 1922). These systems 
were suitable for an economic analysis that concentrated mainly on price rela-
tions (Walras 1874), abstracting from all social embeddedness of economic 
action. In the 1940s, scientists from both sides of the cleavage accepted a clear 
division of labor that addressed to economics an ever more sophisticated for-
mal analysis based on actors, rationality and full information. Sociology, on 
the other hand,1 took an internally divided part: On the one hand holistic 
verbal theorizing about emergent phenomena that related abstract concepts 

1    The description simplifĳiees a bit. For example, the reception of game theory in sociology was 
thin but existed (Vinacke and Arkofff 1957; Gamson 1961), and the works of Robert K. Merton 
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 without considering individual action, especially in comparative studies; on 
the other an emerging survey science with a tendency to rather a theoretical 
data collection.

RCT addressed this situation as creative provocation, in almost chronologi-
cally parallel steps by Becker and Coleman, which both started the common 
intellectual enterprise in 1957 with studies on discrimination and difffusion 
(Becker 1957; Coleman, Katz, and Menzel 1957). The next big steps came in 1964 
with Becker’s Human Capital that interpreted education as mere capital accu-
mulation, and Coleman’s Introduction to Mathematical Sociology that declared 
the use of mathematics in sociology as useful, if not necessary (Becker 1964; 
Coleman 1964), and the late 1960s with Becker’s article on crime (Becker 1968) 
and the “Coleman report” on equality of educational opportunities (Coleman 
and NCES 1966). After 1973, Coleman and Becker taught together in Chicago 
but their pace diffferentiated. While Becker in equally paced steps intensifĳied 
the intellectual provocation by saying (Becker 1977) and practically underlin-
ing (Becker 1981; Becker and Murphy 1988) his conviction that the toolbox of 
formal economics contained everything necessary to understand the social 
world, Coleman was more preoccupied with the aftermath of applying his way 
of theorizing to the practical world in his “Coleman report” and the subsequent 
busing policies in the 1970s, and later published his major insights at a fast pace 
before retiring. (Coleman 1986; 1988; 1990) At the same time, RCT developed 
in Europe through a network of scholars such as Raymond Boudon, Hartmut 
Esser, Karl Dieter Opp, Siegwart Lindenberg, and others. (Hummell and Opp 
1968; Boudon 1974; 1982; Opp and Hartmann 1989; Lindenberg 1990; Esser 1996; 
1999–2001).2 The influence, however, of both Europeans and of others working 
in the United States, most notably Michael Hechter and Jon Elster (Elster 1989; 
Hechter and Kanazawa 1997), falls short of the contributions of Coleman and 
Becker, both in terms of defĳining Rational Choice internally and even more so 
in making a provocative case for the outside world.

RCT challenged the disciplinary organization of science: Becker was an 
economist, and Hummell and Opp declared (in their title – the content of 
their text was more balanced) the whole of sociology irrelevant. All Rational 
Choice sociologists abandoned the structuralist thinking that had been central 

([1942] 1966) and George C. Homans (1961) prepared the ground for RC theory, but without 
ostensibly bridging the methodological divide.

2    It should be noted that these scholars have, to a large extent, published in their native  
languages. Especially Hartmut Esser, as this strategy has made him a leading fĳigure for a 
whole generation of German sociologists. As his work has not yet been translated, it is almost  
inaccessible internationally.
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to sociology’s self-conception in the 1950s and 1960s. Although this obvious 
provocation was short-lived, RCT was provocative for sociology in more than 
this superfĳicial way.

The term Rational Choice addresses two related aspects of a deeper intellec-
tual provocation in sociology. The term “choice” implies understanding social 
phenomena as result of individual action, and that every action is seen as a 
choice, in a counterfactual view, in light of its possible alternatives. Describing 
these choices as “rational” implies deducing them from actor characteristics 
other than the action itself.

A third aspect should be added that is theoretically neither necessary nor 
sufffĳicient, but nevertheless closely links the two and is of large practical impor-
tance. This aspect acknowledges that choice, as related to actor characteristics, 
is in many cases analyzed as some form of quantifĳiable optimization problem, 
hence RC sociology uses mathematical tools such as diffferential calculus or 
game theory. This is a distinction that cannot be underestimated in its practi-
cal relevance. In a world where many sociologists are happy to abandon every 
contact with formal notation after having passed their statistics exams, this is 
a massive provocation, too. It also reduced complexity using the clear advan-
tages that formal theories have for deriving solutions for well-formulated com-
plex problems. But the systematic aspects are the fĳirst two mentioned. They 
are the focus of this paper.

2 The Macro-Micro-Macro Scheme

Of the two systematic aspects, the fĳirst unifĳies scholars in the Rational Choice 
tradition and defĳines the distinctive contribution of RCT to comparative soci-
ology. It is illustrated by the macro-micro-macro scheme, made famous by 
“Coleman’s boat” in Figure 1 below.

A: Macro-conditions

B: Micro-conditions

1

4

2

3

C: Micro-outcomes

D: Macro-outcomes

reprinted from Raub, Buskens, and Van Assen (2011, p. 3).
FIGURE 1 The macro-micro-macro scheme of sociological explanation.
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This scheme was fĳirst described by Lindenberg in 1977 (Lindenberg 1977; 
Lindenberg and Wippler 1978) and later introduced to a wider audience by 
Coleman (1986). However, the very idea is much older, going back to the begin-
nings of the discipline itself, as its three arrows clearly correspond to Weber’s 
defĳinition of sociology as “a science which attempts the interpretive under-
standing of social action” (arrow 1) “in order thereby to arrive at a causal expla-
nation of its course” (arrow 2) “and efffects” (arrow 3). This fact is underlined 
by Coleman, who exemplifĳies the scheme using Weber’s Protestantism thesis.

In Coleman’s scheme, the letters A to D denote specifĳic conditions on the 
macro (A and D) and the micro level (B and C). The dashed arrow 4 links prop-
ositions about macro-conditions (A) and macro-outcomes (D), in Weber’s 
example Protestantism and modern capitalism. This is the proposed theoreti-
cal link in traditional macro-comparative research, and it is dashed in the fĳig-
ure to denote the pretension that links of this kind can be established if and 
only if arrows 1 through 3 can be substantiated. Both the macro-outcome D and 
the empirical regularity of arrow 4 are taken as given and have to explained 
through the remaining three nodes and arrows.

For these three arrows of the true “boat” (in Coleman’s original fĳigure, arrow 
4 was not even drawn), the respective Dutch and German RCT schools have 
established diffferent terminologies (Lindenberg 1977; Esser 1996; 1999–2001; 
Raub, Buskens, and Van Assen 2011). Node B represents specifĳic conditions 
at the level of individual actors,3 and arrow 1 represents assumptions on how 
social conditions afffect these variables. In Weber’s Protestantism case, it is the 
question of how Protestant theology afffected individual Protestants in the 17th 
and 18th centuries, with the doctrine of divine predestination and the related 
paradoxical result that thrift and success are socially rewarded at its core.

Here, and in many other examples of comparative sociology, this fĳirst arrow 
demands the highest scientifĳic efffort and results in the most important sci-
entifĳic achievement. The fĳirst arrow selects from the whole cosmos of social 
complexity those specifĳic aspects of an individual’s situation that make the dif-
ference when it comes to the understanding of social action and the resulting 
macro-sociological outcomes as mere derivations. Lindenberg and the Dutch 
school call this arrow “bridge assumptions”, Esser and his German students 
speak of a “logic of the situation”.

Node C describes the resulting individual action. Based on some general 
theory of action, these case-specifĳic situational aspects resulting from arrow 1  
are assumed to be converted, in arrow 2, into a specifĳic choice of action. In 

3    Although the theory uses a terminology that is also applicable to organizations on the lower 
level, the normal use is with human individuals as micro actors.



592

Weber’s case, it is the general assumption that people are interested in a 
higher status, and hence choose thrift and success as actions that are socially 
rewarded. We speak of “assumptions on individual behavior” (Lindenberg) or 
of the “logic of selection” in Esser’s terms.

Node D represents the fĳinal outcome on the macro level that becomes 
realized through arrow 3, namely the aggregation of individual actions C. In 
the example of the emergence of capitalism, it is the combination of thrift 
and success orientation that creates both the social supply of saving and the 
social demand for investment that allows the conversion of the early modern 
advances in scientifĳic knowledge into the machines that made the industrial 
revolution possible. As in this case, these “transformation rules” (Lindenberg) 
or “logic of aggregation” (Esser) can be more or less trivial or known from the 
outset, but they can pose their own specifĳic demands on scientifĳic formulation.

This aspect of choice in Rational Choice is the common denominator of all 
scholars in the tradition founded by Coleman and the other pioneers men-
tioned. It has spread widely, as reflected in the fact that the bold term “socio-
logical explanation” is used by its proponents (Norkus 2000; Esser 2006; Stolz 
2011) and not really questioned by opponents.4

This defĳinition however was another provocation for sociology in the 
1980s. Neither of the earlier leading paradigms of Structural Functionalism 
or Marxism had left much room for individual choices. Qualitative sociology 
was interested in individuals but not from the viewpoint of choice, even after 
Coleman published his 1986 paper. Despite being well-versed in the analysis of 
individual data, Melvin L. Kohn in his presidential address for the ASA (Kohn 
1987), completely ignored the fact that even nations as units of analysis are 
determined by social facts established through the actions of the individu-
als contained within those nations. He also failed to recognize that shedding 
light on these actions allows a comparision to the possible alternatives. Older 
comparative sociology in many cases had adopted individual-level consider-
ations, but more in an illustrative way than any systematic fashion. While an 
illustrative way of individual-level consideration allows us to point to difffer-
ent mechanisms which may underlie the same macro-level connection, RCT 
demands clear decisions about the mechanism(s) which are seen as being 
causally responsible. This demand makes RCT models clearer and hence 
adds to the accumulation of knowledge. But it questions the former status of  
sociologists as great narrators.

4    One serious attempt at questioning the equalization of the term “sociological explanation” 
with individual-level mechanisms, was undertaken by Jepperson and Meyer (2011).
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3 The Rationality Assumption and its Problems

The larger provocation, however, lay in the second aspect contained in the 
term “Rational Choice”, namely the description of choices as “rational”. In rela-
tion to the former aspect of sociological explanation, this aspect is contained 
in the second arrow, the assumptions on individual behavior or logic of selec-
tion. It was not only the provocation that sparked the most heated repudiation 
from opponents of the approach in general, but this aspect also divides inter-
nally, among the scholars of Rational Choice, beyond the divisions of language 
that have been reported before.

The choice of a specifĳic action rests on how the individual situation is 
described. With regards to this description, a threefold heuristic is established. 
This trinity results from the perspective of action as choice under insecurity, 
an insecurity that is ubiquitous but stems mainly from the uncertainty of inter-
action with others. Choice implies that (1) diffferent options are compared, and 
which options are available can be summed up as a fĳirst characteristic of the 
actor. The second characteristic (2) is how these options are compared. They 
depend, however, in many cases on the diffferent states the world may take, 
hence (3) including what actors think about the probabilities for these difffer-
ent states of the world has to be included.

Once again, diffferent terms have be used in the history of the Rational 
Choice tradition, which are condensed in Table 1. The fĳirst is that of game the-
ory where the choice of individual actions depends on (1) the strategies avail-
able, (2) the pay-offfs related to possible combinations of individual actions, 
and (3) the expectations with regards to the actions of others (Gintis 2000). 
Esser uses the terms (1) resources, (2) motivations, and (3) expectations, 
(Esser 1999–2001) but the triplet was only examined more intensely by Peter 
Hedström (Hedström 2005) who uses the terms (1) opportunities , (2) desires, 
and (3) beliefs, summed up in another sequence as “DBO theory”. The motiva-
tional aspect (2) is additionally described in terms of goals and preferences.

The terms for each of the three aspects are generally not identical, but 
they are in fact interchangeable in the study of individual choices, as can be 
shown in the most diverse case of the motivational aspect. The fĳive terms men-
tioned here difffer in ordinality and generality, but with regards to individual 
choices have to be condensed into their specifĳic and ordinal correspondents. 
Substantially, the term preferences is the most appropriate. But the under-
standing of preferences demands generally what the other terms demand only 
in specifĳic cases, and hence directs one to the problematic and divisive aspect 
of rationality.

The Latin term “ratio” means reason, and the reasons for an individual to 
pursue a specifĳic action lie in all three aspects of their situation. Using this 
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understanding of “rational” choice as “reasonable” choice is largely uncon-
tested. However, the use of the adjective “rational” has diverted from this 
encompassing and humble perspective. Rationality, in terms of the adjective 
implied both in everyday usage and scientifĳic language, assumes completeness, 
transitivity and stability, although a large body of experimental research has 
proven the ever-existing sociological conviction that not all social behavior is 
driven by preferences conforming to these assumptions (Fehr and Fischbacher 
2003; Eckel and Gintis 2010; Rand and Nowak 2013). However that Gary Becker 
and the early RCT took these economic assumptions as fact is generally known, 
and this excessive creed made it easy for sociologists who felt uneasy about the 
math provocation and the mechanism provocation to dismiss the entire enter-
prise as unsociological. For some time the term ‘rational choice’ was used more 
among opponents (e.g. Zafĳirovski 1999; 2000) as a signal to evoke memories of 
this violation of good conduct expectations – of which scholars in the Rational 
Choice tradition are themselves aware.

One result has been that scholars in the Rational Choice tradition have for 
some time avoided the term ‘rational choice’ themselves, speaking instead of 
‘rational action’ (Goldthorpe 1998), ‘methodological individualism’ (Udehn 
2001; 2002), ‘structural individualism’ (Hedström and Bearman 2009b), or of 
‘analytical sociology’ (Hedström 2005; Hedström and Bearman 2009a). Esser 
introduced the term ‘frame selection’ for a specifĳic reformulation of the theory 
(Esser 1996; 1999–2001; 2006; Esser and Kroneberg 2010). But regardless of all 
these additional terms, ‘rational choice’ is still the most widely used.

In practical application, the term ‘rational choice theory’ has survived all 
the competition. A current Web of Science search through texts published  
since 2012 yields 658 hits for ‘rational-choice’, compared to 67 for ‘frame-
selection’, 58 for ‘rational-action’, 41 for ‘methodological-individualism’, and  
19 for ‘analytical-sociology’ (and the predominance of the term holds for other 

TABLE 1 Three aspect of choice situations in diffferent terminology

Author(s) Aspect 1 Aspect 2 Aspect 3

Game theory strategies pay-offfs
expectationsEconomists

resources
preferences

Opp goals
Esser motivations
Hedström opportunities desires beliefs
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search specifĳications). This is most likely because the alternatives such as  
‘sociological explanation’ or ‘analytical sociology’ are very broad and unspe-
cifĳic and open to misunderstanding, while ‘frame selection’ is too narrow 
(Rössel 2008), and ‘methodological individualism’ or ‘rational action theory’, 
although substantially more correct, miss pointing out the specifĳicity of the 
choice perspective.

The only thing that can be fĳirmly said is: Preferences conform to the his-
toric assumptions in many situations, however they do not always conform to 
them. Rationality is not only instrumental rationality, as altruistic behavior, 
identity, cognitive biases and other “irrationalities” exist in a way naïve RCT 
did not imagine. There is not yet a consistent theory of preference formation 
and how preferences depend on social situations. Experimental evidence has 
brought a broad input and some parts of a theory, and some interesting mod-
els have been created (Hechter 1994; Braun and Gautschi 2014), but RCT is far 
from a consensus that could replace the old narrow conception of rationality. 
On the other hand, norms and institutions that have been seen as obstacles to 
Rational Choice could be analyzed to a very large extent even using “old” RCT 
assumptions, but of course, the mentioned problems with regards to prefer-
ence formation also exist here.

In the practical case when two alternative models are concurrently tested 
with empirical data which difffer in the amount to which preferences are fĳixed, 
the results are likely to fĳit more with the more a-priori given preferences of the 
old Rational Choice model (Hakim 2002). But in a broader view, both belong 
to a wider Rational Choice paradigm as described here for the usage within 
comparative sociology. From an internal viewpoint, it may be useful to point 
out that frame selection or analytical sociology difffer from each other and from 
what has been perceived as Rational Choice in the 1980s. But from the view-
point centered on the usefulness for and practical application within compar-
ative sociology, it is not.

Based on these considerations, we can now turn to the practical use and 
application of Rational Choice concepts in comparative sociology. 

An important negative contribution of RCT to comparative sociology has 
to be mentioned: The wide reception of the macro-micro-macro scheme 
among quantitative sociologists have led to a systematic non-reception of 
panel-econometric conceptions of macro-empirical causality (Engle and 
Granger 1987) in comparative sociology, leaving this fĳield almost entirely to 
economics and political science, even with regards to genuinely social target  
variables.

The positive contribution of RCT, however, can be roughly grouped into 
research where aggregation is simple and the research is almost completed 
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on node C, and research where the focus is on node D, with aggregation a 
serious question. Practically, the fĳirst cluster is characterized to a large extent 
through the work with large multi-level data sets, while the second is almost 
completely tied to institutions. Since, however, factual comparative research 
in the multi-level cluster is largely tied to areas of research where RCT has 
been added to solve nontrivial aggregation problems, it is necessary to start 
the analysis by turning to the relation of Rational Choice and institutions in 
comparative research.

4 Applied Comparative Research using Rational Choice

The fĳirst cluster has flourished through the numerous attempts to collect 
multi-level data that obtain information from individuals in many national 
(and sometimes sub-national) societies. The well-known Luxembourg Income 
Study (since 1979), European Values Study and World Values Surveys (since 
1981), International Social Survey Program (ISSP) (since 1985), or the compara-
tive longitudinal Cross-National Equivalent File (since 1980) are today only the 
top few of a list that comprises roughly 100 studies.5

In most cases fĳinding the individual choices of actions in diffferent national 
contexts is equivalent to fĳinding the comparative outcome: If individuals are 
more religious, this is aggregated to the macro-social fĳinding of higher religios-
ity; if they report a more traditional division of labor for individual household 
chores, this is aggregated to the macro-social fĳinding of more traditional gen-
der roles; if individual careers are more strongly tied to individual background, 
this is aggregated to the macro-social fĳinding of less social mobility. In the rare 
cases where aggregation is a less trivial task, studies using the data are grouped 
in the second part of the review as well. Questions that are tackled by other 
comparative evidence, e.g. multi-national experimental designs (Rothstein 
and Eek 2009), are also categorized here.

The link between RCT and quantitative data analysis has been underlined 
by John Goldthorpe’s pleading “for a sociological alliance” of the two, in which 
he demands that predictions of RCT should be tested using large-scale quan-
titative data, while also explaining theoretical narratives for statistical regu-
larities found in using such data (Goldthorpe 1996). Although it can be argued 
that this alliance is not without alternative (Edling 2000), Goldthorpe’s plea 
has nevertheless found wide reply. Quantitative research to a large extent uses 
RCT, sometimes as central theoretical base, but more often as theory compari-
son in which some form of RCT assumptions (in most cases narrow) are tested 

5    A continuously updated list is available on www.gesis.org/ComparativeSurveyOverview.
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against others that depart from other theory traditions, also true in applied 
comparative research.

Despite this general connection between RCT and multi-level statisti-
cal analysis, the practical use of Rational Choice in comparative research is 
highest in areas where Rational Choice scholars have made substantial the-
oretical contributions that laid the foundations for subsequent comparative  
research.

Social capital theory is probably the main success story of RCT in the 1990s 
and 2000s. Although originally developed in the context of Bourdieu’s theory  
of capital types (Bourdieu 1986) that was inspired by Marxist thinking and 
not at all related to individual choices, the concept was soon afterwards trans-
formed through Coleman’s paper on the relation of human capital and social 
capital (Coleman 1988). It turned into one of the main areas of research for 
scholars applying Rational Choice principles, allowing for the linkage to net-
work studies (Lin 1999; Burt 2000). It has to be said, however, that the theo-
retical clarity of the Rational Choice argumentation is not equally used in the 
diffferent contributions to the comparative literature on social capital.

For example, Paxton’s studies about the positive efffects of social capital on 
democracy has a clear theoretical foundation, posing that voluntary associa-
tions connected to other voluntary associations are more benefĳicial for the cre-
ation of generalized trust than associations isolated from other associations. 
He found that indeed more connected voluntary associations increase trust 
while more isolated associations decrease trust (Paxton 2002; 2007).

With regards to the efffects of the state on social capital, either generally 
or with regards to welfare state type or size, the dynamics stem from contri-
butions that focus on empirical insights (Kaariainen and Lehtonen 2006; Van 
Oorschot, Arts, and Gelissen 2006; Van Oorschot and Finsveen 2009; Robbins 
2011) or from those, like Paxton, that apply more structural scrunity, e.g. by 
providing mechanisms linking the size of the welfare state and social capital 
(Sonderskov 2011; Sonderskov and Daugbjerg 2011; Gelissen, van Oorschot, and 
Finsveen 2012). One special case is Ferragina’s tackling of Putnam’s (Putnam, 
Leonardi, and Nanetti 1993) argumentation regarding the historical origins of 
social capital diffferences in a comparative perspective. This case results in the 
suggestion that current aspects, like income distribution, labour market par-
ticipation and national cohesion, have much more impact than in medieval 
history (Ferragina 2013). Another direction is the experimental approach to the 
efffects of diffferent levels of experienced trustworthyness on trust in specifĳic 
situations (Rothstein and Eek 2009).

Another successful example of applying RCT in quantitative comparative 
research is that on social stratifĳication and mobility. The most important sub-
fĳield is educational attainment, where Breen and Goldthorpe (1997) described 
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the central model for conditions of social immobility. This model has sparked 
the empirically sound understanding of the comparative relation between 
education systems and diffferentials in educational attainment (Breen and 
Jonsson 2005; Bol and van de Werfhorst 2011; Montt 2011; Le Donne 2014) and 
the specifĳic efffects related to it (Kreidl and Hubatkova 2014). What is true for 
those in a socially stratifĳied background also holds for studies regarding the 
inclusion of migrants in educational attainment (Teltemann and Windzio 2011; 
Verwiebe and Riederer 2013).

The sociology of the family has been both fertile and a battleground for 
Rational Choice sociology since Becker’s highly controversial application of 
neoclassical economics to the aspects of family life. One specifĳically relevant 
subfĳield in comparative research where Becker’s provocation (Becker 1981) is 
still both helpful and contested is research on the division of household labor. 
Despite the argument that men try to influence the division of chores by setting 
symbolical standards (Brines 1994), comparative literature has emphasized 
arguments that are more directly related to RCT, such as the role of domestic 
technologies, economic inequalities and more generally the broader social and 
economic structure (Heisig 2011; Van der Lippe, De Ruijter, De Ruijter, and Raub 
2011), institutional restrictions (Hook 2006; Cooke and Baxter 2010; Hook 2010), 
and the relative resource distribution within the couple (Eeckhaut, Stanfors, 
and Van de Putte 2014).

Crime is likewise a fĳield that strongly benefĳitted from the early provoca-
tion of Becker (Becker 1968) who freed the study of the subject from analyti-
cal restriction to norm deviation. It is, however, a fĳield in which the limits of 
applying classical narrow RCT are most visible. Comparative research has con-
centrated on the efffect of the intertemporally varying availability of resources 
from noncrime activities (Rosenfeld and Messner 2009) and to social capital 
efffects on crime (Robbins and Pettinicchio 2012).

The sociology of the labor market is a subfĳield that is studied using Rational 
Choice approaches due to the proximity to economic research, again with 
Becker’s original contribution (Becker 1964) as important driver. One impor-
tant subfĳield here is female labor participation (Hummelsheim and Hirschle 
2010), another the integration of young people into the labour market and 
the level of youth unemployment (Harslof 2006). A third subfĳield centers 
around the efffects of social capital (Gesthuizen and Scheepers 2010), educa-
tion (Carbonaro 2006; Gesthuizen, van der Meer, and Scheepers 2008; Reimer, 
Noelke, and Kucel 2008) and continued training (Dieckhofff 2007) on labor 
market chances, while a forth centers on the “scarring” efffects of unemploy-
ment on future labor market integration (Gangl 2006), which exhibits notable 
cross-country diffferences (Dieckhofff 2011).
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5 Institutions in the Comparative Use of Rational Choice

Institutions is a term so general and so generic to sociology that Emile Durkheim 
has described the whole subject simply as “the science of institutions, of their 
genesis and of their functioning” (Durkheim [1895] 1973).6 When Becker wrote 
on crime (Becker 1968) the term institution was used only for prisons, and 
this and other examples of early RCT have led to the perception of Rational 
Choice being at odds with institutions. In fact, RCT has helped to develop a 
more precise understanding of institutions and the individual choices that 
underlie them than approaches that center on institutions and their efffects 
alone. Starting from Axelrod’s studies on the evolution of cooperation 
(Axelrod 1984; 1986), a Rational Choice approach to institutions understands 
them as “humanly introduced constraints” on human behavior (North 1990) or, 
more specifĳically, as a combination of new elements in the game structure of 
human interaction and with new Nash equilibria arising from these elements  
(Scholtz 2015).

This perspective allows one to address a wide array of comparative ques-
tions, both theoretically and empirically.

Much more specifĳic are applications in the area of comparative welfare 
state research. To answer the question as to why welfare states have chosen 
so many diffferent institutions, RCT adds to the explanation of institutional 
diffferentiation. Based on RCT, two mechanisms have been proposed, one 
based on diffferentiated power costs and power asymmetries (Korpi 2001), the 
other on contingent consent (Rothstein 2001). Empirical research does not yet 
allow a clear diffferentiation between the two (Dallinger 2008), but the mod-
els clearly have informed quantitative studies about welfare state convergence 
(Montanari, Nelson, and Palme 2008; Vrooman 2012).

Another specifĳic application regards religious institutions and individual(s) 
behavior towards them. In the 1990s, choice-oriented considerations were 
brought into the sociology of religion, with religion as a specifĳic social pro-
duction for specifĳic social demands (Iannaccone 1992; 1994; Hechter 1997; 
Young 1997; Stark and Finke 2000). This has stimulated a large body of com-
parative research (Gill 1999; Scheepers, Gijsberts, and Hello 2002; Ruiter and 
van Tubergen 2009; Aarts, Grotenhuis, Need, and De Graaf 2010; Stolz 2010; 
Lehmann 2013; Vane and Stipkova 2013).

6    Originally published in French: “La sociologie peut être [.] défĳinie comme la science des 
institutions, de leur genèse et de leur fonctionnement”. The translation follows (Thompson 
[1985] 2005).
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More general results include the description of historical path depen-
dencies as social agreements in situations with a priori multiple equilibria 
(Mahoney 2000), or a so-called “grammar” of institutions that diffferentiates 
between formal and informal sanctions (Crawford and Ostrom 1995; Schlüter 
and Theesfeld 2010).

A Mertonian preoccupation with theories of the middle range in RCT has, 
however, limited the usage of the theory with regards to longer historical ten-
dencies. One exception is Hechter’s identifĳication of a trend from class politics 
to cultural politics (Hechter 2004). The general fĳinding that theories of social 
change and current transformations could to a larger extent be grounded in 
RCT and hence described as a constellation of specifĳic social mechanisms has 
been mentioned (Esping-Andersen 2000; Aakvaag 2013), but so far without 
resonance.

6 Conclusion

In an attempt to describe the situation of current RCT in comparative sociol-
ogy, we have turned to a combination of systematical and historical perspec-
tive. RCT originated as provocation against the disciplinary organization of 
science, as a provocation against former practice, especially in comparative 
sociology, as a provocation against the ignorance of formal theorizing in soci-
ology, and as a provocation in the name of narrow rationality assumptions. 
While the last has made room for a broad internal discussion among Rational 
Choice theorists which has largely questioned but never successfully replaced 
the term ‘rational choice’ itself, the other three provocations remain productive 
for comparative research. Although the old narrow conceptions of rationality, 
especially in terms of preferences, have not yet been replaced by new generally 
accepted theory of human action, the Rational Choice perspective allows a 
systematic treatment that is open both to theoretical scrutiny and the usage of 
diverse, although most often quantitative, data. Although being declared dead 
more often than any other (less provocative) theory, Rational Choice Theory is 
still alive and still productive for comparative research.
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