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Micro-macro explanations 
• Sociological explananda: macro-outcomes (Node D) and 

macro-level regularities (Arrow 4) 
• Macro-level: collective phenomena, i.e., properties of social 

systems (e.g., dyad, triad, family, city, business firm, school, 
society) 

• Micro-level: properties of individuals (e.g., preferences, 
information, behavior) 

• Sociological explanations: macro-explananda are derived 
from assumptions on 

• regularities of individual behavior (Arrow 2); theory of 
action such as RC, GT, “softer versions” of such theories 

• bridge assumptions (Arrow 1) on how macro-conditions 
affect the “independent variables” on the micro-level 

• transformation rules (Arrow 3) on how actors’ behavior 
generates macro-outcomes  



Example: Coleman’s reconstruction of 
Weber’s thesis 

E.g., Coleman, Foundations of Social Theory, p. 8 
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Foundations of Social Theory 
and Coleman’s diagram: 

Impact 
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Foundations of Social Theory 
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• Core contribution to Rational Choice approach in 
sociology 
 

• Core feature: Coleman’s micro-macro diagram 
 
• Impact as indicated by citations (Google Scholar, 

November 19, 2016) 
• Foundations of Social Theory: > 28.800 
Compare with: 
• Gary Becker, The Economic Approach to Human 

Behavior: > 6.700 
• Peter Hedström, Dissecting the Social. On the 

Principles of Analytical Sociology: > 1.100 



Textbooks 
Esser, Soziologie: allgemeine Grundlagen 

• Logik der Situation (a), 
Selektion (b), Aggregation (c) 
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Coleman’s scheme and 
analytical sociology 
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John Goldthorpe, Sociology as a 
Population Science (2016) 

• “The initial aim was to investigate, and 
to establish, the probabilistic 
regularities that characterise a 
particular population, or its 
appropriately defined subpopulations.” 
( macro-regularities, Arrow 4) 

 
• “[…] the further aim of a population 

science had to be that of determining 
the processes or ‘mechanisms’ which 
in their operation at the individual 
level actually produced these 
regularities.” ( micro-macro model) 

 
(Goldthorpe 2016: 8; emphasis in 
original) 
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Impact in other social sciences: 
example demography 
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Rest of the presentation 
Basically: “history of ideas” 
1. History of the diagram in Coleman’s own work 
2. Predecessors of Coleman’s diagram 

• McClelland 1961 
• Von Wright 1971 
• Structural individualism in European sociology 

• Hummell & Opp 1971; Hummell 1973 
• Lindenberg 1977 
• Boudon 1979 and Hernes 1976 
• Diekmann 1980 

3. Some speculation: why Coleman never mentioned 
the predecessors and why they are largely forgotten 
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History of the micro-macro diagram in 
Coleman’s own work 
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Development of the theoretical program 
of Foundations… in Colemans own work 
• Coleman’s micro-macro model is closely related to 

his rational choice-program 
• This program has two antecedents in Coleman’s 

own work: 
1. Ideas in Coleman (1964) Introduction to 

Mathematical Sociology, specifically 
“synthetic theories”: “they begin with 
postulates on the individual level and end 
with deductions on the group level” (1964: 
41) 

2. His formal theory of social exchange and 
collective decisions, see, e.g., Collective 
decisions (1964) and The Mathematics of 
Collective Decisions (1973) 
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First publication of Coleman’s diagram 

The first appearance is 
not in Coleman’s 
programmatic 1986 AJS-
paper ‘Social theory, 
social research, and a 
theory of action,’ but 
seemingly in 1984 in a 
hard to retrieve German 
journal Angewandte 
Sozialforschung (Applied 
Social Research) 
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The diagram in Coleman’s works 
• Coleman, J.S. (1984) “Micro foundations and macrosocial behavior.” 

Angewandte Sozialforschung 12(1/2): 25–37 
• Background: the paper is a preliminary version of Coleman 1987 that 

appeared in an edited volume based on papers presented at a 1984 
conference at Schloss Rauischholzhausen, Giessen, Germany. In the 
1980’s, Coleman quite regularly visited the University of Erlangen-
Nürnberg, Germany, and presented work in progress. His host was Henrik 
Kreutz. Angewandte Sozialforschung was edited by Henrik Kreutz. Most 
likely, Coleman presented his paper in Nürnberg directly before or after 
the Schloss Rauischholzhausen conference 

• --- (1986) “Social theory, social research, and a theory of action.” 
American Journal of Sociology 91(6): 1309–1335 

• --- (1986) “Micro foundations and macrosocial theory.” Pp. 345–363 
in Approaches to Social Theory, edited by Siegwart Lindenberg, 
James S. Coleman, and Stefan Nowak. New York: Russell Sage 

• --- (1987) “Microfoundations and macrosocial behavior.” Pp. 153–73 
in The Micro-Macro Link, edited by Jeffrey C. Alexander, Bernhard 
Giesen, Richard Münch, and Neil J. Smelser. Berkeley, CA: University 
of California Press 

• --- (1990) Foundations of Social Theory. Cambridge, MA: Belknap 
Press of Harvard University Press, Chapter 1 
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Predecessors of Coleman’s diagram 
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McClelland on Weber 
On p. 47 in his The Achieving Society (1961!), the 
psychologist McClelland used a diagram exactly like 
Coleman’s for a summary reconstruction of Weber’s 
argument on protestantism and the emergence of 
capitalism 
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McClelland 1961 and Coleman 1984 etc. 

McClelland (1961) The 
Achieving Society, New 
York: Free Press, p. 47 

Coleman 1990: 8 (see 
also 1984, 1986, 1987) 
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Wright 1971 
In 1971, the philosopher Georg Henrik von Wright used 
a Coleman-like diagram in Explanation and 
Understanding (London: Routledge, p. 137): 
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Structural individualism I 
• In the 1970s, ‘structural individualism’ (sometimes: 

‘explanatory sociology’) developed in European 
sociology (Germany, Netherlands, France) 

• Hans Albert: methodological foundations 
• Viktor Vanberg, Alfred Bohnen: roots of the 

program in social theory and sociology 
• Hans Hummell, Karl-Dieter Opp, Rolf Ziegler, 

Siegwart Lindenberg Reinhard Wippler, Raymond 
Boudon, Hartmut Esser: theoretical studies, formal 
features of micro-macro modeling, empirical 
research 

• Note: most of the literature in German, Dutch, French 
(it was a period when publishing in English was less 
common in continental Europe; but that doesn’t mean 
that this literature doesn’t exist…) 
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Structural individualism II: 
Core of the program 

• Sociology as a problem- and theory-guided discipline, 
aiming at the explanation of social (macro) phenomena and 
macro-regularities 

• Focus on model-building, rigorous theoretical arguments 
• Focus on testable implications; integration of theory and 

empirical research 
• Methodological individualism  focus on micro-macro 

modeling 
• Focus on the methodological unity of the social sciences; 

keen eye on and import of insights from similar approaches 
in other social science disciplines such as economics and 
political science 

• In quite some respects: analytical sociology avant la lettre 
(although with much less attention on handsome and clever 
‘marketing’ of such an approach) 
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Predecessors of Coleman’s diagram in 
structural individualism 

• Hummell & Opp 1971 
 
• Lindenberg 1976, 1977 
 
• Boudon 1979 and Hernes 1976 
 
• Diekmann 1980 
 
Overview and discussion: Raub & Voss (1981) 
Individuelles Handeln und gesellschaftliche Folgen. 
Das individualistische Programm in den 
Sozialwissenschaften [Individual Action and 
Societal Level Implications], Darmstadt: 
Luchterhand, chaps. 2–4  
 



Hummell & Opp 1971: Reducing 
sociological to psychological theories 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Brief summary (1968): 
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Hummell & Opp 1971: Reducing 
sociological to psychological theories 

• Core idea: psychological hypotheses, together with 
coordination rules that link concepts from psychological 
hypotheses with concepts from sociological hypotheses, 
allow for the derivation of sociological hypotheses 
 

• Upside down-version of Coleman’s diagram: 
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Lindenberg’s micro-macro model 
(1976, 1977)  
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Lindenberg’s model (1976, 1977) 
“Two step-version” of H-O model of deductive explanations 

Behavioral theory 
(Arrow 2) 
 
Bridge assumptions 
(Arrow 1) 
 
Initial conditions 
• Macro-conditions 

(Node A) 
• Micro-conditions (Node B) 
 
Individual effects 
(Node C)     

Transformation rules 
(Arrow 3) 
 
Additional boundary 
Conditions (Nodes A and B) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Individual effects 
(Node C) 
 
Collective (macro) 
phenomena and 
processes (Node D) 
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Boudon’s (1979: 148) version for 
social processes 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• English translation: The 
Logic of Social Action, 
London: Routledge 1981 
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Boudon’s predecessor: Hernes (AJS 1976) 
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Boudon’s predecessor: Hernes 
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Diekmann’s (1980b: 73) reconstruction 
of Merton’s theory of anomie 
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Diekmann’s (1980b: 73) reconstruction 
of Merton’s theory of anomie 
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Diekmann’s (1980b: 73) reconstruction of 
Merton’s theory of anomie: the original 
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Another variant in Diekmann 1975/1980a: 
Die Befolgung von Gesetzen 

 
 



35 

Structural individualism: Heuristic guidelines 
for micro-macro modeling I 

Other ideas in structural individualism that have been 
‘reinvented’ quite some years later in Coleman and in 
analytical sociology: 
• Macro-micro-macro transitions are often complex. Hence, 

formal model-building is often required so that assumptions 
become explicit and implications can be derived 
systematically 

• Model building, in turn, requires simplifications, hence... 
• ... “method of decreasing abstraction”: keep the 

assumptions concerning individuals and their cognitive 
make-up and abilities as simple as possible (observing 
the principle of “sufficient complexity”); however, when 
feasible, do employ more complex macro-assumptions 
such as alternatives to the assumption of “atomized 
interactions in perfect markets” 

• Focus on careful specification of bridge assumptions and 
transformation rules, i.e., on assumptions “linking” 
micro- and macro-level 
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Structural individualism: Heuristic guidelines 
for micro-macro modeling II 

• Interdependence between actors drives macro-
outcomes 

• Macro-outcomes as unintended consequences (often 
due to interdependence) 

 
Caveat: 
• Coleman’s diagram and its predecessors summarize 

many assumptions as well as different assumptions; 
the decisive (and often difficult) step is the derivation 
of implications from those assumptions (including 
testable implications) 



 
 
 

 
Some speculation: Why Coleman 

never mentioned the predecessors 
and why they are (largely) forgotten 
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Did Coleman know about the predecessors? 
• Coleman did not refer to McClelland’s Weber-reconstruction. 

He for sure knew about The Achieving Society. 
• Coleman was aware of structural individualism: frequent and 

regular contacts (lectures, conferences, workshops, etc.). He 
knew and respected the sociologists involved. 

• In particular, Coleman was aware of at least Lindenberg’s 
model: Coleman 1986 appeared in a volume that he co-
edited with Lindenberg (Lindenberg, Coleman and Nowak 
1986), based on a conference at the University of Chicago in 
1983 (a discussion of Coleman’s own conference 
contribution included in the volume includes an exchange 
between Lindenberg and Coleman, with Lindenberg explicitly 
mentioning the ‘problem of transformation’). Coleman 1987 
appeared in a volume based on a 1984 conference, likewise 
comprising a programmatic paper on Lindenberg’s model. 

• In 1980 and 1981, Lindenberg and Coleman had 
conversations on McClelland’s diagram and Lindenberg’s 
model. 
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Why did Coleman never mention the predecessors? 
• Seemingly, Coleman’s only suggestion that there have been 

predecessors is a casual remark, without any reference, in his 
programmatic 1986 AJS-paper (p. 1321): “This micro-macro 
problem is sometimes called by European sociologists the 
problem of transformation.” 

• Best guess (and a ‘friendly’ interpretation): he knew the 
difference between a heuristic diagram and a full-fledged model 
that includes an explicit set of assumptions together with 
theorems spelling out the assumptions’ implications (not to 
forget the proofs of such theorems). He thus knew that his 
diagram, just like the diagram’s predecessors, was a heuristic 
device and was as such not a full fledged micro-macro model. 
Why, thus, explicitly refer to predecessors? 

• Also: Coleman himself may not have foreseen the later impact of 
his diagram. 

• Still, at least with hindsight, a reference every now and then 
would have been appropriate. Also, putting Coleman’s diagram 
in some perspective is worth the effort, if only because of the 
diagram’s later prominence. 
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Coleman’s predecessors, priority in scientific 
discovery, and ‘Stigler’s law of eponymy’ 

• Stigler’s law of eponymy: “No scientific discovery is 
named after its original discoverer” (Stigler 1999: 277; 
see also Merton 1973 who, also according to Stigler 
himself, may claim priority with respect to Stigler’s law). 

• In our case, this may be due to: 
1. The success of Coleman’s scheme, deriving from its 

simplicity and intuitive appeal 
2. Coleman, while aware of at least some of the 

predecessors, declined to refer to them 
3. The original literature being often not in English, with 

few, if any, English translations 
4. Innovations in science are often ‘in the air’ and are 

pushed by various individuals, with the eponym for 
someone particularly prominent and part of the 
‘mainstream’ 
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Thanks for your attention! 
Further reading: 
• Raub & Voss (2016) Micro-Macro Models in Sociology: 

Antecedents of Coleman’s Diagram, forthcoming 
 

 

http://staff.fss.uu.nl/wraub
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