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CHAPTER 4 
QUALITATIVE METHODS 

 
Exercise 4.1:  Cross Cultural Images (Beginner Level) 

 

Overview 
The purpose of this exercise is to make you more aware and observant about aspects 

of your own culture, which you may take for granted.  This exercise will ask you to 

compare three different contemporary conceptions of appropriate attire.  You will be 

asked to describe and then compare and contrast the values that underlie the fashion 

style.  This exercise will help you to become more observant of the social underpinnings 

of cultural norms and values.   

 

Background 
Many Americans who have not traveled to another country, particularly one in which 

people do not speak English, are not aware of the large differences in cultural customs 

regarding dress, food, art, and music.  They often take for granted that the behavior and 

customs, which they have been taught to respect, are “normal.”  They take for granted 

that their manner of behavior is obviously the most advanced or “civilized.”  

 

It can be very difficult to analyze your own customs, cultural norms and values because 

they are an unconscious part of what you do.  It is usually easier to understand your 

own behavior if you can compare and contrast it to behavior of someone from another 

culture.  Then you can more obviously see what elements are common to both cultures 

and what elements are culturally determined. 

 

Assignment  
1.  Select one magazine that you think reflects mainstream American culture.  Select 

something that your parents, grandparents, and your classmates would see as typically 

American.  Some possible examples might be Time Magazine, People Magazine, 
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Newsweek Magazine, Sports Illustrated, etc.  Below are some web sites you might use 

in steps 1 and 2.  You can also Google your favorite magazine to find its website. 

http://www.asianweek.com 

http://www.cosmopolitan.com 

http://www.ebony.com 

http://elle.com 

http://www.himalmag.com 

http://www.hintmag.com 

http://www.jetmag.com 

http://www.latina.com 

http://www.life.com 

http://www.newsweek.com 

http://www.orientmag.com 

http://www.people.com 

http://www.sportsillustrated.cnn.com 

http://www.time.com 

http://www.urbanlatino.com 

http://www.style.com/vogue.com 

 

Search the magazine for an article on fashion.  This should be an article that is several 

pages long and discusses a style at length.  You may substitute several shorter articles 

from the same source in lieu of one long one.  Copy the covers and table of contents of 

3 issues of your magazine. You will need this information in steps 3 and 5.   

 

2.  Select two additional magazines that do not reflect European American culture.  

They should be magazines that appeal to other sub-populations within American 

society.  Some possible examples would be Asian Week, Ebony, Urban Latino, etc.  

Just make sure that the two non-European American magazines reflect different 

cultures from each other.  When you have finished steps 1 and 2 you should have 

articles that cover fashion in three different cultures.  Search each magazine for an 

article on fashion.  Again, this should be an article that is several pages long and 

discusses a style at length.  You may substitute several shorter articles from the same 

source in lieu of one long one.  Copy the covers and table of contents of 3 issues each 

of your two additional magazines. You will need this information in steps 3 and 5. 

 

3.  In one to two paragraphs per magazine, describe who the target audience is for each 

magazine.  You should be sure to include mention of the age group, gender, ethnic 

group, social class, life stage – e.g. singles or young parents or seniors, etc. that this 

magazine is designed to appeal to.  If you have difficulty answering this question, look 
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at the table of contents of several issues.  The topics will give you some indication of the 

target readership.   

 

 Hint:  Occasionally the editors will provide you with a statement of their aims such as 

this one found in Hinduism Today. 

Hinduism Today was founded ... for the following purposes: 1. To foster 

Hindu solidarity as a unity in diversity among all sects and lineages; 2. To 

inform and inspire Hindus worldwide and people interested in Hinduism; 3. 

To dispel myths, illusions and misinformation about Hinduism; 4. To 

protect, preserve and promote the sacred Vedas and the Hindu religion; 5. 

To nurture and monitor the ongoing spiritual Hindu renaissance. 

(Hinduism Today, June 30, 1998: 70-71). 

 

4.  Now carefully read the articles that you selected from each magazine.  For each of 

your 3 different magazines write a 2-3 page analysis of the cultural values that each 

magazine supports.  For example, does one magazine emphasize modesty while 

another encourages bold and daring fashions?  Does one emphasize clear gender 

differences in apparel while another emphasizes a unisex look?  Does one magazine 

emphasize that if you have wealth you should look rich, and another emphasize that 

you should play down economic assets?  (The grunge look, for example would belong 

to the later category.)  Does one magazine emphasize a break with tradition and 

another emphasize a cultural legacy to be respected? 

 

 Hint:  When writing this section, use short quotations to support your statements.  

For example, in an article on the evolution of the sari, French anthropologist Chantal 

Boulanger “applauds the modern Nivi drape, ... calling it the egalitarian sari because...’It 

crosses boundaries of class and caste, making all women equal in the eyes of the 

others’(Hinduism Today, June 30, 1998: 31).”  Later on in the article we learn that “In Sri 

Lanka [the nivi drape] has become the compulsory sari of government employees, 

rather than the more typical Ceylonese sari (Hinduism Today, June 30, 1998: 41).”  
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These comments tell us a great deal.  They tell us that there are many ways to wear a 

sari.  Some ways indicate class or caste or regional distinctions, and some do not.  

According to the article, a more egalitarian manner of wearing this centuries’ old 

garment is currently fashionable.  This may reflect a social evolution into political and 

economic systems that are less class or caste-based.  Finally we learn that in Sri Lanka 

the government has felt that uniformity, and perhaps egalitarianism, is important enough 

that they regulate the manner in which government employees may drape the sari while 

at work. 

 

5.  Now look at the 9 covers you have, 3 for each magazine.  In what way do the people 

on the covers convey visually the values that the articles espoused?  If someone who 

couldn’t read saw these magazine covers, what would he or she conclude about the 

cultures they reflect? 

 

Examine the demographic characteristics of the model (age, gender, race, ethnicity, 

etc.) as well as their clothes and their activity.  Does the model tell you anything about 

the target audience for the magazine?  This section should be approximately half a 

page for each magazine, or a total of one and a half pages. 

 

6.  In this final section describe, in one to two pages, how the values advocated in the 

two non-mainstream publications agree with, or are in conflict with the values presented 

in the mainstream publication.  Do you think the cultures influence each other?  How? 

Can you find any examples of a trend that either started in the non-mainstream 

publications and then several months later was adopted by the mainstream 

publications, or the reverse? 

 

 Caution:  Be careful not to assert that two cultures are in value conflict simply 

because you think that, in general, their target audiences are in conflict.  Be sure to use 

examples from each magazine to support your points.    
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How to assemble your final assignment 
Section 1.  Copies of three covers, three tables of contents, and all relevant articles that 

you used from each of the three magazines.  Assemble so that the material from 

each magazine is together in one section rather than assembling all the covers 

together, etc.   

Section 2. In one to two paragraphs per magazine describe the target audience for each 

magazine. 

Section 3. In two to three pages per magazine analyze the cultural values that the 

magazine articles support.  Use quotations or even pictures from the articles you 

read as evidence in your analysis.  Be sure to use quotations wisely and 

sparingly.   

Section 4. In half a page per magazine analyze the cultural values that the magazine 

covers advocate.  Approach this part of the analysis as if you were unable to 

read the text on the cover of the magazine.  What does the picture tell you? 

Section 5. In one to two pages compare and contrast the values presented in the 

mainstream and other publications. 

Section 6. Create a bibliography of the magazine issues you used.  Include the web 

addresses for the home page for each magazine.
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Instructors’ Notes 
4.1   Cross Cultural Images 

 

Special software needed for assignment: None 

 
Website addresses:  

http://www.asianweek.com 

http://www.cosmopolitan.com 

http://www.ebony.com 

http://www.elle.com 

http://www.himalmag.com 

http://www.hintmag.com 

http://www.jetmag.com 

http://www.latina.com 

http://www.life.com 

http://www.newsweek.com 

http://www.orientmag.com 

http://www.people.com 

http://www.sportsillustrated.cnn.com 

http://www.time.com 

http://www.urbanlatino.com 

http://www.style.com/vogue.com 

 
Website cautions: None 

 

Adaptations: 
1.  Musical variant.  Focus the analysis on music styles.  Ask what role music plays in 

each society?  Are there different conceptions of when it is appropriate to play music?  

Are certain instruments common to one kind of music, but not another?  Is the music 

more instrumental or does it rely heavily on vocals?  What topics are musicians writing 

about?   

 

2.  Cuisine variant.  Focus on cuisine.  How does the climate of the country or region 

shape the ingredients that are used?  Are some foods taboo?  What foods are very 

common?  What are considered common meats?  Who prepares the food?  How much 

diversity in the food is there across the country and from season to season?  Are there 

any food customs which are associated with religious holidays such as Lent, Ramadan, 

Passover?  How do food-related traditions play a role in fostering ethnic group solidarity 

or cross-generational ties? 

 

 200

Laura Miller 
Department of Sociology 
Pearlman 103 
Brandeis University 
Waltham, MA 02454 
lamiller@brandeis.edu 
 
Lisa Peñaloza 
College of Business 
Bus 468 
University of Colorado 
Boulder, CO 80309 
penaloza@colorado.edu 
 
Jan Phillips 
Department of Social and  
Behavioral Science 
University of Southern Maine/ 
Lewiston-Auburn College 
Lewiston, ME 04240 
jphillip@bates.edu  
 
Meghan Ashlin Rich 
Department of Sociology and Criminal 
Justice 
University of Delaware 
Newark, DE 19716 
megrich@udel.edu 
 
George Ritzer 
Department of Sociology 
University of Maryland 
College Park, MD 20742 
ritzer@socy.umd.edu 
 
J. Michael Ryan 
Department of Sociology 
University of Maryland 
College Park, MD 20742 
mryan@socy.umd.edu 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Juliet Schor 
519 McGuinn 
140 Commonwealth Ave. 
Boston College 
Chestnut Hill, MA 02467 
juliet.schor@bc.edu 
 
Sara Steen 
Department of Sociology 
219 Ketchum Hall 
University of Colorado 
Boulder, CO 80309 
steen@colorado.edu 
 
Joel Stillerman 
2166 AuSable Hall 
Grand Valley State University 
Allendale, MI 49401 
stillejo@gvsu.edu 
 
Deborah Thorne 
Department of Sociology and  
Anthropology 
Ohio University 
Athens, OH 45701 
thorned@ohio.edu 
 
Melanie Wallendorf 
Department of Marketing 
Eller College of Management 
University of Arizona 
Tucson, AZ 85721 
mwallendorf@eller.arizona.edu 
 
Frederick Wherry 
Department of Sociology 
University of Michigan 
Ann Arbor, MI 48109 
ffwherry@umich.edu 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

81

 

3.  Art variant.  Focus on art.  Is there one identifiable artistic style associated with 

each culture?  Is there a preferred medium of artistic expression that is associated with 

each culture?  Is art considered a potentially revolutionary medium in each society?  Is 

the government or the state involved in fostering or censoring certain types of artistic 

expression?  Are there certain themes that are common to one culture, but different 

from those found in another culture?  What is considered taboo?  Who patronizes the 

arts, that is where does the money come from to support artistic expression? 
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Sport and American Culture: It’s Just a Game, Isn’t It? 
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This mini-lecture and in class activity are to be used in conjunction with the study of culture in 

an introduction to sociology course in order to 1) reinforce the understanding of key concepts: 

mainstream culture, subculture, norms, folkways, mores, values, beliefs  and  2) highlight the 

importance of sport within American culture. 

 

Before class begins, write the following quote on the board for students to think about: 

 

“Sport is a religion for growing numbers of Americans. The yearly Super Bowl is no less a 

religious holiday than Easter.”- Charles Prebish, 1984 

 

Introductory Discussion: 

 

• Note that there are two different ways to view sport 

o Participant- e.g., little league, college team, even professionally 

o Consumer- e.g., fans or “fanatics” 

▪ Will focus mainly on the later 

 

• Depending on the time of year, ask students, “ Who watched X (Super Bowl, World 

Series, key in state rivalry, etc….)?” 

o For those who did not watch the event, ask: “If you did not watch X, did you 

know it was on?” 

 

• Point out that a large number of students participated in the consumption of sport.  Ask 

students, “Is sport a part of the mainstream culture or is it a subculture?”  

o Have students explore and discuss the place of sport in our culture (approximately 

5-10 minutes) 

▪ Points to consider: 

• What factors determine whether something is considered 

“mainstream?”  

o Number of people involved? 

o Ability to create an identity among fans? 

o Impact on other institutions (e.g., economy)? 

• Who has the power to decide whether something is mainstream? 

 

An Example of a Fan (or Fanatic): 

 

After the discussion of sport and culture, show selected scenes from the movie Fever Pitch 

(2005), to visually illustrate the power of sport in our culture.  Note: Fever Pitch follows a year 

in the life of diehard Red Sox fan, Ben, and examines the Sox’s impact on Ben’s romantic 

relationship with girlfriend, Lindsay. Select scenes show: a fully decorated Red Sox themed 

apartment, delivery of Ben’s season tickets, a trip to Spring Training, pre-season “draft day” to 

distribute tickets, and various happenings at Fenway Park. 



• Post-movie questions: 

o Sport plays a huge part in Ben’s life.  Could we say the Red Sox are part of Ben’s 

identity, who he is as a person? Examples? 

o Could we say Ben worshipped the Sox? 

o Is sport a religion to Ben and to other Americans? 

 

Group Activity: 

 

• In groups (4-6 students, depending on class size), have the class explore the parallels 

between sport and religion. 

 

• Provide handout [see handout below] with questions for the groups to consider (15-20 

minutes of group discussion). 

o Helpful to visit each group and prompt discussion if there are difficulties 

▪ Local rivalries (e.g., Yankees/Red Sox) are a great way to get groups 

talking about passion, identity of fans, etc… 

▪ Students also respond well to “it’s just a game…” 

 

• Once groups are finished discussing among themselves, reconvene as a class and explore 

the response the groups generated.  

o Helpful to have groups support or refute another’s argument 

 

This activity is well received by students and is especially useful in an introduction course. 

Because the topic of culture is typically covered towards the beginning of the semester, some 

students are more reserved and tentative about the study of sociology and class participation in 

general.   I found that using sports to reinforce the key concepts (mainstream vs. subculture, 

norms, folkways, mores, values, and beliefs) is a great way to get the entire class involved in 

discussion.   Many students have strong opinions about sport, and it is fairly easy to start a debate 

about the importance of sport in our culture.  Not only do students come away from this activity 

with a better understanding of the concepts used to describe culture, but they also are able to see 

the utility in studying sociology.  By comparing sport and religion students are able to 1) apply 

sociological concepts to an area with which they are already familiar, 2) think about both sport 

and religion in a different context, and 3) make connections between the course material and 

“real life” situations.  
 



Is Sport a Religion in American Culture? 

Handout for Students 

 

 

Group members: 

 

Directions: As a group, please answer the following questions to explore the parallels between 

sport and religion within the United States. You may draw upon your own experiences, examples 

from Fever Pitch or other types of media, and material from the text and our class discussions. 

You will have approximately 15-20 minutes to complete this activity. Be prepared to discuss 

your responses with the class. 

 

 

 

1) What is the definition of sport (i.e., what area the defining characteristics of sport)? 

Religion? 

 

 

 

 

 

2) What are some examples of the norms, folkways, mores, values, and beliefs that relate to 

sport? Religion? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3) Is sport a religion in the United States? What are the similarities and differences between 

sports and religion? Consider norms, values, and beliefs. Is sport a good metaphor for 

religion? 
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