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Describing the relationship between social science research and social 
change is a large project for limited space.1 The task reminds me of Glo-
ria Steinem’s response when asked to describe the impact of the women’s 
movement. That felt, she said, like being asked to “describe the universe 
and give three examples.”2 So that will be my strategy here. Let me offer 
three illustrations of how contemporary social science research has trans-
formed understandings of social problems and inspired efforts at social 
reform. 

Sexual harassment, acquaintance rape, and domestic violence have al-
ways been with us, but only in the last several decades have we begun to 
chart their dimensions and dynamics and to craft meaningful responses. 
Making gender inequality central to research on these issues has dramati-
cally altered the content and context of policy debates. Yet our progress 
remains partial, and our studies to date have been far more successful in de-
scribing the problems than in identifying solutions. I will conclude, then, 
by exploring some of the barriers to essential policy-oriented research, both 
at the individual and institutional level and by suggesting some strategies 
for reform. 

I. 

Events like this one inevitably invite personal reºection on the not-
so-good old days, and my memories are probably not atypical. When I 
ªrst encountered sexual harassment, as a Yale student in the 1970s, it had 
neither a label nor a remedy. We spoke of the experience as “having a prob-
lem with a professor” and the problem was always ours, never his. There 
were no policies, procedures, or complaint channels that might have identi-
ªed that there was indeed a problem. But into the void marched a series of 
books and articles, as well as lawsuits, that identiªed sexual harassment 
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as a form of sexual discrimination and one that should be actionable un-
der a newly passed statute, Title VII of the national Civil Rights Act.3 

The initial reception in many quarters was less than enthusiastic. The 
men who dominated the upper levels of employment, judicial, and policy 
circles were often skeptical that sexual overtures and workplace banter 
were signiªcant problems and that women were, or should be, offended. As 
one male manager put it in a 1980s survey by the Harvard Business Re-
view, “I’ve never been harassed but I would welcome the opportunity.”4 For 
those who did not “ask for it,” Phyllis Schlaºy reassured Congress, har-
assment was not a problem except in the rarest of cases.5 Many federal 
judges agreed. In their view, the civil rights law was not meant to be a “clean 
language act”6 or a remedy for the “petty slights suffered by the hyper-
sensitive.”7 Only “sustained, malicious, and brutal” abuse should qualify for 
relief.8 One trial judge expressed common views with uncommon candor: 
“So we will have to hear [your complaint], but the court doesn’t think too 
much of it.”9 

Research has played a major role in challenging and changing these 
attitudes. Studies from a wide range of employment and educational set-
tings have brought home the frequency and costs of harassment. Most have 
found that between one-third and four-ªfths of women, and up to one-ªfth 
of men, experience such abuse.10 Contrary to critics’ concerns, underreport-
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ing, not overreaction, has been the common response. Only ªve to twelve 
percent of those experiencing harassment make any complaints, and fewer 
still can afford the ªnancial and psychological costs of litigation.11 The 
price of harassment, both for individuals and institutions, remains sub-
stantial. Many of these employees suffer signiªcant economic and psycho-
logical injuries including dismissals, demotions, depression, and other stress 
and mental health disorders.12 Employers lose millions from decreased 
productivity, increased turnover, and legal expenses.13 And everyone suffers 
from the job segregation and subordination that exclude workers from posi-
tions they deserve. 

In short, we have made considerable progress in analyzing the prob-
lem, but we are still a considerable distance from preventing it. Harassment 
remains pervasive and formal complaints nearly doubled between 1992 and 
2001.14 The prevailing assumption is that the answer lies with policies, 
complaint channels, and training programs, and that these structures will 
normally insulate employers from liability.15 Yet the evidence available 
casts doubt on the adequacy of such initiatives. For the vast majority of vic-
tims, the costs of complaining outweigh the beneªts: barriers include fears 
of reprisal, blacklisting, and loss of privacy, as well as doubts about the 
value of responses.16 Although employers are spending an estimated $10 bil-
lion annually on training programs,17 and four states now require them for 
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speciªed private sector workers,18 no systematic research documents the 
effectiveness of these programs in producing sustained attitude changes or in 
altering workplace behavior. What few studies have been done yield in-
conclusive results.19 Some ªnd no long-term improvements in attitudes and 
others indicate that poorly designed programs can actually entrench gen-
der stereotypes, encourage male backlash, and perpetuate the very biases 
that they are designed to combat.20 

Recent experience with California’s mandatory training law illus-
trates the risks. The programs that I have reviewed both highlight overly 
obvious or overly trivial examples of harassment and exaggerate the risk 
of personal liability for unintended offenses. According to some courses, 
statements such as “you look nice in that dress” or acts of chivalry like hold-
ing a door open fall into a “dangerous grey area.”21 Even inadvertent of-
fenders can reportedly risk losing not only their “reputation” but also their 
“home[s], car[s] and life savings.”22 For the clueless in California, some 
training includes instruction on what forms of workplace hugging are per-
missible. Although frontal hugs apparently are acceptable, side hugs or 
squeezes may be objectionable. But then again, maybe not.23 Too many 
individuals may end up seeing these required programs, and the legal doc-
trine that they describe, as overblown reactions to oversensitive feminists 
who should get a life, not a law. As one exasperated male supervisor put 
it in his evaluation, “This appears to be a course designed by idiots for 
idiots.”24 
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II. 

A similar story can be told about our progress—and its limits—
concerning acquaintance rape. Once again, when I was in college, forced 
sex was a not uncommon part of the campus social scene. But to borrow 
the title of an early celebrated study, I Never Called It Rape.25 Mainly, 
my female classmates and I never spoke of it at all, and when we did, our 
euphemisms were along the lines of “bad sex” and a “real mistake.” We 
held ourselves responsible, as did the culture generally, and in that setting 
of shame and blame, reporting the experience to any authority was generally 
unthinkable. If a woman wore short skirts or tight jeans, consumed too much 
alcohol, or led a man on, what could one expect? As one judge summarized 
prevailing attitudes, when a woman goes to a man’s room, “she certainly 
[has] to realize that they [are] not going upstairs to play Scrabble.”26 Any 
“normal” man was entitled to expect something more. 

Much, of course, depends on one’s deªnition of “normal” and one’s 
deªnition of “rape.” Over the last several decades, a growing body of 
research has documented the frequency and consequences of this long 
unchallenged problem, as well as the attitudes that perpetuate it. An es-
timated one out of six American women has experienced an attempted or 
completed rape,27 and about seventy percent of these incidents involve an 
acquaintance.28 Studies of college age men have found that substantial num-
bers, typically around half, report that they would force a woman to have 
sex if they could get away with it.29 A majority admit engaging in some 
sexually coercive behaviors, and ten to ªfteen percent acknowledge hav-
ing forced sex on a date.30 Yet most individuals do not consider this behavior 
to be rape although it meets the legal deªnition.31 
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Part of the reason for this disconnect between legal standards and 
popular perceptions is that rape by an acquaintance appears to be less injuri-
ous than rape by a stranger. In a survey of some four thousand college-
age women, over forty percent of those who acknowledged recently experi-
encing what the law deªnes as rape did not report it because they were 
not sure a crime had been committed or that harm had been intended.32 Thir-
teen percent did not know how to make a report, and another thirty per-
cent were deterred by the expectation of harsh or dismissive treatment in 
the justice system.33 Yet many of these women, like many law enforcement 
ofªcials, may underestimate the injuries associated with sexual assaults 
by an acquaintance. Researchers ªnd that these assaults are no less psy-
chologically debilitating than rape by a stranger because they call into ques-
tion a woman’s behavior, judgment, and sense of trust in ways that other 
rapes do not.34 

Social science research has been crucial not only in charting the di-
mensions of acquaintance rape but also in understanding the factors that 
perpetuate it. These include the cultural importance of male sexual prow-
ess as a measure of power, status, and control; the hypermasculinity fos-
tered in all-male environments like fraternities and athletic teams; the im-
paired judgment resulting from substance abuse; and the assumptions that a 
woman’s “no” may often mean “yes,” that provocative clothing is an “ad-
vertisement for sex,” that women often ªnd some coercion erotic, and so 
forth.35 

Yet although we have made considerable progress in identifying the 
conditions that need to change, we have been far less successful in address-
ing them. Sexual assault policies and education programs are a standard 
ªxture of campus life, but as with sexual harassment training, no body of 
research establishes their effectiveness. To the contrary, the sparse evi-
dence available suggests that the standard approach, which combines poli-
cies aimed at deterrence with a brief educational session, is insufªcient 
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to achieve lasting attitude change.36 Virtually no studies document the 
inºuence of these strategies on behavior. Nor do we have reason to be-
lieve that secondary education programs, most of which focus on abstinence, 
deal adequately with the pressure for sexual activity that one-third of ado-
lescents report experiencing.37 

We do not lack for promising alternatives. Experts have developed a 
range of curricular and policy initiatives, including more intensive and cul-
turally sensitive education and peer counseling programs that target at-risk 
groups.38 We urgently need more innovation and systematic evaluation of 
these approaches. Signiªcant progress will require prevention programs 
with some demonstrable success and the research necessary to develop 
them. 

III. 

Similar points could be made about domestic violence. The problem 
has always been with us, but until the last several decades the public had 
little awareness of its dimensions or dynamics. Part of the reason is that 
few statistics were available on family abuse and few cases reached the 
justice system. Except in the most egregious circumstances, police, prosecu-
tors, and judges viewed legal intervention as inappropriate or ineffec-
tual.39 An inºuential 1968 training manual for the International Associa-
tion of Police Chiefs captured the prevailing wisdom concerning domes-
tic violence calls.40 It advised police ofªcers that their “sole purpose” was 
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not to insure victims’ safety but rather to “preserve the peace,” and that 
they should attempt to “pacify [the] parties” and use arrest only as “a last 
resort;” never should they “create a police problem where there [was] only a 
family problem existing.”41 Given such attitudes, it is perhaps not surpris-
ing that a 1982 Civil Rights Commission report found the odds of a 
spousal abuse case ending up in court to be about 100 to 1.42 The prevail-
ing assumption was that battered women were responsible for provoking 
or tolerating their abuse. As so many repeatedly put it, “Why don’t they just 
leave?”43 

Researchers helped supply the answer. Millions of women have had 
nowhere safe to go and no way of adequately supporting themselves and 
their children. Even now, the United States still has more shelters for ani-
mals than for survivors of domestic violence, and many groups, such as 
gays, lesbians, immigrants, and the elderly, are especially underserved.44 
Some evidence suggests that the most serious assaults and greatest risk of 
homicide may occur after women attempt to leave an abusive relationship.45 

As research has also made increasingly clear, the human and social 
costs of unchecked domestic violence are staggering. The best estimate is 
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that about twenty-ªve percent of women and eight percent of men will 
experience such abuse at some point in their lifetimes.46 Domestic violence 
is a leading cause of injury to women and costs the nation several billion 
dollars annually in health care, absenteeism, lost wages, legal expenses, 
and incarceration.47 Researchers have also documented the interplay of so-
cial, economic, and psychological factors that contribute to abuse, including 

• perpetrators’ desire for power and control, and inability to handle 
anger and stress; 

• victims’ economic and psychological dependence; 
• inadequate societal strategies for deterrence and protection; and 
• family histories and cultural reinforcement of violence.48 

Yet as with other issues of sexual abuse, we have a much better pic-
ture of the causes and consequences of domestic violence than the strate-
gies that can prevent it. On some issues, the problem is not an absence of 
studies but an absence of answers. For example, researchers are divided 
about the effectiveness of policies requiring arrests, medical reporting of 
injuries, and prosecution regardless of victim consent.49 Some studies ªnd 
that mandatory policies are helpful in forcing the criminal justice system 
to take domestic violence seriously, in deterring future abuse, and in mini-
mizing victims’ vulnerability to pressure and retaliation by taking the 
decision to proceed out of their hands.50 By contrast, other researchers ªnd 
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little deterrent effect, increased risks of retaliation, and increased likeli-
hood that victims will fail to call the police or seek needed services.51 Critics 
also worry that disregarding victims’ own assessments of the risks and 
beneªts of legal intervention further victimizes victims, by compounding 
their trauma and further eroding their sense of efªcacy and self-esteem.52 

More large-scale research is necessary to test these competing claims 
and to assess the viability of alternative, more qualiªed policies that make 
victims’ safety the preeminent concern. For example, some studies suggest 
that arrest and prosecution work best for perpetrators with the most to 
lose from criminal sanctions, and that risks of violence escalate with those 
who have the least to lose, those who are unemployed, unmarried, poorly 
educated, and/or already have a criminal record.53 How best to tailor law 
enforcement policy in light of different offender proªles is a crucial so-
cietal question on which further research is essential. 

The same is true concerning the batterer intervention programs that 
serve as an alternative to incarceration or that are offered in prison. Since 
the late 1970s, a growing number of jurisdictions have adopted such pro-
grams in the hopes of rehabilitating offenders through attitude change 
and improved behavioral skills such as anger management.54 Despite the 
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prevalence of these initiatives, insufªcient research has assessed their 
effectiveness and ªndings are inconclusive.55 Some studies have found no 
differences in attitudes toward domestic violence and recidivism rates be-
tween men in treatment programs and those on probation.56 Other research 
ªnds lower recidivism among men who completed the treatment pro-
gram.57 However, the signiªcance of these results is often compromised by 
high drop-out rates and non-random assignment systems that screen out 
men with low motivation.58 We know even less about the long-term effec-
tiveness of violence prevention programs aimed at adolescents.59 In the 
last ªve years, the federal government has spent some $3.2 billion to combat 
violence against women.60 It is shameful that so few resources have gone 
to learning how to target our interventions most effectively. Crafting sen-
sible public policy on this issue will require a much more solid knowl-
edge base than is currently available. 

IV. 

Sexual abuse is just one of many areas in which the nation has ur-
gent unmet needs for research targeted at social problems. At the same 
time, much of the social science scholarship that accumulates annually 
vanishes without apparent inºuence. About three-quarters of this published 
work is never cited.61 The disconnect between the priorities of academics 
and the needs of policy communities demands closer attention. What are 
the institutional and individual incentive structures that get in the way of 
getting the research that we need? 

At the institutional level, the most obvious problem is money. Talk is 
cheap; good research is not. It often satisªes more constituencies to spend 
limited resources on efforts to ªx the problem than on evaluation of those 
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efforts. Moreover, in many contexts, those who develop intervention pro-
grams are not eager to hear that they are ineffective, particularly if it is 
not clear what would work better or how expensive that alternative would 
be. For example, American employers are willing to invest vast sums in 
workplace harassment programs despite a lack of evidence about their efª-
cacy, because they help insulate the organization from liability. Managers 
can claim that they are making good faith efforts to prevent abuse. That 
claim would be undercut by research indicating that their programs were 
not affecting workplace behavior. For similar reasons, college campus ad-
ministrators may be reluctant to subsidize studies that could expose the 
extent of acquaintance rape and the inadequacy of programs designed to 
address it. To alter these incentive structures, it may be necessary to im-
pose program evaluation requirements or to provide greater public subsi-
dies for such research. Protecting the conªdentiality of results obtained by 
institutions that undertake voluntary research into these issues might also 
allay concerns that adverse ªndings might create more problems than 
they would solve.62 

We also need to address some of the disincentives for empirical re-
search faced by individual scholars. Much of the work on social problems in 
my own ªeld, law, is glutted with theory but starved for facts. Many law 
professors have internalized W. H. Auden’s celebrated injunction, “Thou 
shalt not . . . commit [a] social science,” and with reason.63 Data are a luxury 
good. Few legal academics have ready access to ªnancial support on the 
scale necessary for major empirical research, and raising funds through 
grants or private donations is a skill that few have shown interest in ac-
quiring. Sociologists are more entrepreneurial, but many have had to 
abandon valuable project designs for lack of resources. 

Moreover, money is only one of many obstacles. Rigorous empirical 
work generally involves a substantial commitment of time and an equally 
substantial tolerance for drudgery. Particularly for younger faculty, who 
face pressure to demonstrate immediate productivity, data collection is an 
unattractive option. Why bother with burdensome empirical research when 
you can leap instantly into print by reading others’ work in the comfort 
of your ofªce and saying what you think? In many ªelds, particularly in 
the social sciences and professions, what yields the greatest return for schol-
ars is not what would have the most direct value for society. The best 
way of building an academic reputation is typically high theory and so-
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phisticated quantitative analysis, not time-consuming empirical research 
that could help address practical problems.64 

The obstacles to such research can be substantial even in disciplines 
that claim to value it highly. C. Wright Mills, one of America’s leading 
sociologists, famously confessed that “I do not like to do empirical work 
if I can possibly avoid it. If one has no staff, it is a great deal of trouble; 
if one does employ a staff, then the staff is often even more trouble.”65 
Methodological complications can be equally vexing for reasons other 
researchers note: “computers crash; data are incomplete, irrelevant, or mis-
coded; [and] informants refuse to be candid or fail to return [question-
naires and] telephone calls.”66 Worse still, after considerable time, ex-
pense, and effort, the results may not justify the investment. The response 
rate may be too low or too unrepresentative of the sample as a whole. Alter-
natively, ªndings may appear too obvious; they “‘merely’ conªrm what 
everybody (especially in retrospect) ‘already knows.’”67 Research on pro-
gram evaluation runs the further risk of bringing unhappy tidings to ad-
ministrators whose cooperation made the research possible in the ªrst place. 
Their reaction may be to shoot the messenger, which scarcely encourages 
academics to do that kind of work again. 

Not only do many scholars face substantial obstacles to pursuing em-
pirical research, but they also fail to get attention for the research that they 
do undertake. Social science journals and jargon are uninviting to the unini-
tiated and too seldom reach the decision makers most in need of guid-
ance. Yet writing in accessible publications for nonacademic audiences is 
often viewed as déclassé. Mere “popularizer” is an epithet to be avoided.68 
For all but the celebrity scholars with access to the national media, it is 
safer to produce a deeply theorized if unread tome in an obscure academic 
journal than to write something useful in plain English for policy makers 
or the public. 

So, too, serious scholars frequently lack the time, taste, and training 
for getting their research ªndings to the relevant constituencies. Unless aca-
demics are afªliated with a well-funded think tank, they are unlikely to 
have the networks and public relations skills needed to market their work 
effectively. Educating reporters can be a tedious and thankless enterprise. 
They call at inconvenient moments, need time-consuming explanations, 
garble quotes, or leave them on the cutting room ºoor. Television is particu-
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larly risky for amateurs. If my own limited experience is any guide, aca-
demics who are not seasoned performers can seldom count on looking 
good and sounding good on the same occasion. A typical opportunity arises 
at the last minute on a bad hair day with no time to prepare. Then, despite a 
mad scramble to become presentable, the scholar gets one question on 
the order of: “And so professor, in the ªfteen seconds remaining, what 
does your research tell us about how to end sexual violence?”69 

Yet while these obstacles to socially engaged research are substantial, 
we could surely do more to help academics effectively inºuence public 
policy. For example, universities could target additional fellowships, sti-
pends, workshops, and related resources to that effort. More institutions 
could establish policy research centers or consortia that help to steer schol-
arship toward social issues where empirical work is most needed.70 More 
training and support could be available to assist faculty with media outreach. 
Professional associations could provide more rewards and recognition for 
academics who are foot soldiers in the struggle for social change. Law 
reviews could actively solicit engaged research. As we acknowledge all 
that social science has helped us achieve, we must not lose sight of the 
challenges that remain. 
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