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Abstract

Recent years have seen a growing sociological interest in meaning. In fact,
some argue that sociology cannot confront its foundational questions with-
out addressing meaning. Yet sociologists mean many things when they talk
about meaning.We propose a practical approach that conceptualizes mean-
ing as an instance of an actor interpreting a stimulus. Reviewing existing
literature, we find that most sociological accounts understand interpreta-
tion either as categorization or as semantic association. We show that an
integrated approach is analytically useful for conceptualizing shared inter-
pretation and the process by which people coordinate their interpretations.
This provides a framework for addressing interpretative heterogeneity when
studying attitudinal or behavioral variance. We conclude by highlighting
how recent advances in computational linguistics have opened exciting new
possibilities for the study of interpretation, and suggest several avenues for
future research.
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I want to be a part of the people that make meaning, not the thing that is made.

—Barbie (2023 movie)

1. INTRODUCTION

As a sociological term, “meaning” has—ironically—multiple meanings (Patterson 2014). Soci-
ologists rarely define what they mean when they talk about meaning. In some instances, they
refer to the interpretation of a single object (Childress & Friedkin 2012); in others, they re-
fer to people’s deep-seated theories of value and purpose, and how those shape their behavioral
decisions (Christin 2020, Frye 2012, Zelizer 2010). Sociologists also appear to mean different
things when they talk about meaning-making. They might refer to how an individual makes sense
of her experiences (Cerulo 2018), or to the collective process by which people influence each
other’s perceptions of the world (Doering & McNeill 2020). Consequently, different researchers
operationalize meaning using a variety of analytically distinct but overlapping constructs, from
frames and schemas to beliefs, values, scripts and logics. This conceptual pluralism has led some
to go so far as to conclude that “meaning” might be a meaningless sociological pursuit altogether
(Wuthnow 1989).

Yet, despite these ambiguities, sociologists agree that meaning is important. Although they use
different terminology and conceptual frameworks, they appear to be in consensus that culture
inheres in the social processes that lead people to share meanings (Mohr et al. 2020, Tavory &
Timmermans 2013). Meaning, moreover, is not solely the purview of cultural sociologists. As
various observers have noted, one cannot fully understand how inequality emerges and persists
without accounting for meaning (Lamont et al. 2014, Monk 2022).

A quarter of a century ago, Mohr (1998) argued that measuring meaning should be one of
sociology’s main objectives. A great deal has happened since. New data, computational methods,
and findings from cognitive science ushered a wave of sociological work focused on measuring
meaning and theorizing about its genesis and evolution. Indeed, the number of articles in leading
sociological journals explicitly referencing meaning in their abstracts or titles has increased more
than threefold in the past two decades, compared with the two decades prior (among articles
published in the American Sociological Review and the American Journal of Sociology in 2003–2022
compared with 1983–2002).

Our objective is to offer an organizing framework for navigating this exciting but disjoint field.
We have no intention of resolving epistemological debates about the meaning of meaning. Rather,
we argue that a practical sociological perspective on meaning implies an actor doing meaning.We
therefore suggest, as an analytical convenience, thinking about meaning as an instance of an actor
interpreting a stimulus (Strauss & Quinn 1997). Reviewing existing literature, we argue that most
sociological accounts effectively understand interpretation either as categorization or as seman-
tic association. We integrate these two perspectives and introduce the categorization–association
(CA) model of interpretation.We further show that our model is useful for addressing two foun-
dational questions in the sociology of culture: what it means for people to share an interpretation,
and the process by which interpretations are coordinated interpersonally. As we discuss, recent
advances in computational linguistics have opened up exciting new possibilities for the study of
interpretation. We conclude with a call for sociologists to address interpretative heterogeneity
when studying attitudes or behaviors, and we suggest several avenues for future research.

2. FROM MEANING TO INTERPRETATION

Things are not meaningful in and of themselves. Consider medical face masks as an example.
As the COVID-19 pandemic was unfolding, the act of wearing a mask became contentious. For
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Meaning: instance of
an actor interpreting a
stimulus

Cultural meaning:
interpretation that
arises through social
process

Interpretation: the
process of a stimulus
activating a cognitive
representation

some, mask-wearing represented social responsibility. For others, it was a symbol of government
oppression. In theUnited States,wearing amask in public soon became amarker of liberal political
identity. Consequently, liberals and conservatives adopted different health behaviors, resulting in
different mortality rates by political ideology (Shepherd et al. 2020).

Meanings, in other words, are behaviorally consequential, even if these consequences are, luck-
ily, mostly nonfatal. Cultural sociologists are therefore interested in understanding how things
acquire meanings that are not directly derivative of these things’ ontological features.

A long sociological tradition has been doing this by analyzing what Lizardo (2017) calls public
culture, namely, objects such as texts or works of art (Mohr 1998). This approach has the ad-
vantage of exploring changes in meaning over time (e.g., Baumann 2007, Knight 2023) but the
disadvantage of having to assume that objects have unitary meanings.

If meaning is made, however, rather than given, then there must be someone making it. We
conjecture that most sociological accounts of meaning, whether explicitly or implicitly, assume an
actor for whom something has meaning.We therefore follow Strauss &Quinn (1997) and suggest
thinking about meaning as an instance of an actor interpreting a stimulus. By stimulus, we mean
something in the world—an object, an action, a symbol—that is experienced subjectively by the
actor.

Our actor-centric focus on interpretation does two things. First, it implies that meaning is
not independent of the actor experiencing it. A given stimulus might mean different things to
different people. Its interpretation, moreover, can change within a person over time or across
different situations (e.g., Altomonte 2020).

Yet, not all acts of interpretation are cultural, even if different actors interpret the same stimulus
differently. Different people, for example, might understand their feelings in different ways. This
difference becomes sociologically interesting if people’s interpretations are systematically shaped
by their social experiences, for instance, by reading self-help books (Illouz 2008). We therefore
define cultural meaning as an interpretative instance in which the actor’s interpretation arose so-
cially.1 The social process leading people to converge on shared interpretations is often referred
to as social construction.

Second, interpretation suggests a cognitive process. This, of course, opens a Pandora’s box of
its own, as what it means for someone to interpret something is a fraught and complex question.
Nevertheless, as an analytical convenience, we define interpretation as the process by which a
stimulus is associated with a cognitively represented concept (Hannan et al. 2019). We explore
the implications of this practical conceptualization below.

Before we do so, however, it is important that we clearly specify what interpretation is not. In-
terpretation, as we define it here, is the cognitive process that determines what something is. That
is analytically distinct from (a) one’s attitude toward that thing, and (b) one’s decision about how to
act on it. Because interpretation is difficult to observe, sociologists often infer it by investigating
people’s attitudes or actions. Yet, people might express similar attitudes, or pursue similar courses
of action, even if their interpretations are different. Two individuals, for example, might be dis-
contented by the person wearing a mask next to them. One might feel so because she interprets
this person as being sick, the other because she perceives this person as a liberal. Table 1 lists
various attitudinal and behavioral constructs commonly used in cultural analysis that are distinct
from but often confused with interpretation.

1Note that we depart from common sociological approaches that define culture as shared interpretation. The
fact that a group of people share an interpretation does not necessarily imply that culture is the culprit; they
may have converged on similar interpretations due to the stimulus’s semantically constraining features. Our
definition, in contrast, is explicitly conditioned on a social process.

www.annualreviews.org • The Sociology of Interpretation 87
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Table 1 Glossary of cultural constructs that are distinct from interpretation

Type Construct Definition and example
Attitudinal Preference Orientation toward a stimulus:

“I prefer wearing a mask in public.”
Belief Assumption about the empirical world:

“COVID-19 was produced in a lab.”
Value Abstract perception about what is desirable, often rooted in morality:

“I prioritize others’ well-being over my comfort.”
Behavioral Norm Assumption about others’ expectations of appropriate behavior:

“People wear masks on the train.”
Script Set of expected behaviors given a situation and one’s role in it:

“As a train employee, I should wear a mask even if passengers aren’t.”

How we interpret things often shapes our attitudes and actions.Whether consumers interpret
a beer as commercial or craft, for example, impacts their enjoyment from it (Frake 2016). Re-
searchers who fail to account for interpretation therefore risk misunderstanding the attitudinal
and behavioral patterns they observe. This is especially the case when people have divergent in-
terpretations (see the sidebar titled Values and Interpretative Heterogeneity). As various studies
show, the relationship between sociodemographics and attitudes is often contingent on people’s
interpretations (e.g., Baldassarri & Goldberg 2014, Bonikowski & DiMaggio 2016).

2.1. Interpretation as a Sociological Concept

If interpretation is the association of a stimulus with a cognitively represented concept, then a
theory of interpretation is necessarily a cognitive theory. Indeed, since DiMaggio’s (1997) agenda-
setting article, American sociology has oriented toward understanding culture as an inherently
cognitive construct. Among the various psychological concepts introduced into sociology by this
cognitive turn, none has been as influential as schema: a mental structure that represents a concept
and its relationships.

Schemas have been immensely helpful conceptual building blocks. Consistent with dominant
tool kit (Swidler 1986) and practice (Bourdieu 1990) theories, they allow sociologists to explain
how cultural knowledge is stored nondeclaratively (Lizardo 2017), activated automatically (Vaisey
2009), and deployed across varied contexts in inconsistent ways (Wood et al. 2018). Indeed, recent

VALUES AND INTERPRETATIVE HETEROGENEITY

Recent sociological debates on values exemplify the usefulness of analytically distinguishing interpretation from
other constructs. Whereas some argue that values are organizing principles structuring behavior across domains
(e.g.,Miles 2015), others dismiss them as post hoc justifications or analytically imprecise reifications (e.g.,Martin &
Lembo 2020). These accounts typically assume that values have logically consistent behavioral implications. Vaisey
(2009), for example, shows that respondents who espouse a theistic morality are least likely to report engaging
in deviant behaviors such as smoking marijuana. Yet, what one deems deviant behavior another might perceive as
bravery. If people hold different interpretations, theymay pursue different actions even if they espouse similar values.
Whereas Americans overwhelmingly value freedom, for example, they vary dramatically in their interpretations of
what this abstract ideal implies (Gorski & Perry 2022). Nevertheless, cross-sectional studies on values rarely tap
into respondents’ interpretations. Consequently, what might seem like empirical support for, or refutation of, the
behavioral implications of values might instead be evidence for interpretative heterogeneity.
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Categorization:
occurs when a stimulus
activates a concept

Concept: a
prototypical cognitive
representation

Category: the set of
stimuli that activate a
concept

sociological work on culture has focused on understanding how schematic knowledge is acquired,
stored, and retrieved (Cerulo et al. 2021).

But as much as they are a blessing, schemas are also a curse. Sociologists use them as high-level
constructs, often conflating multiple aspects of cultural cognition (Leschziner & Brett 2021). In
some accounts, schemas are described as tools of implicit categorization. In others, they are used
to explain how people understand situations and the behavioral scripts such understandings imply.
Attempting to provide a general definition, Boutyline & Soter (2021, p. 737) suggest conceptu-
alizing schemas as “shared representations” that carry “interpretable information.” Yet, such a
definition inevitably leads one to hit a tautological wall when trying to use it to explain what it
means for someone to interpret something.

Imagine observing a person wearing a face mask in public. Interpretation occurs when this
situation activates a schema. But what does that mean? Your schematic perception might lead you
to infer this person is a liberal. Depending on your political ideology, such a determination might
further lead you to think this behavior is considerate of others, or is a form of inauthentic virtue-
signaling. If the former, you might perceive it positively and be inclined to wear a mask yourself.
If the latter, you might refuse to wear one in scorning defiance. All of these different reactions fall
under the wide umbrella of schematic cognition.

To eschew this analytical conundrum, we propose a different route. Rather than cognitive fi-
delity, we prioritize analytical usefulness. We draw on a set of related but mostly independent
streams of sociological research to identify two dominant sociological approaches to interpreta-
tion: One understands interpretation through the prism of categorization, the second through the
prism of associative semantics.

2.2. Interpretation as Categorization

When we experience something in the world, we immediately categorize it. Imagine observing a
whiskered, four-legged animal during your morning stroll.Whether that animal is a domesticated
cat or a cougar will significantly affect how you react.

Sociologists have long been interested in categorization because what something is perceived
to be affects its subsequent treatment. This large body of work understands categorization as the
foundation of interpretation, seeing categories as classificatory sieves that people use to “cut out
islands of meaning” (Zerubavel 1999, p. 67). It explores how individuals’ categorizations affect
their evaluations of the people and objects they are categorizing (Delmestri & Greenwood 2016,
Flores & Schachter 2018, Lena 2012).

Hannan et al. (2019) distinguish between a concept, which is a cognitive representation, and a
category, which encompasses the things in the world that are associated with a concept. How, ex-
actly, humans represent concepts is debated. Nevertheless, it is generally agreed that people store
prototypical images of concepts (Murphy 2004). When they categorize a stimulus, they compare
its observable features to prototype features. Prototypical perception has two sociological implica-
tions. First, it implies that categorical boundaries are porous and that category systems are flexible.
Second, it suggests that stimuli vary considerably in how easily classifiable they are.

Two lines of work have studied these implications. The first focuses on symbolic boundaries
(Lamont &Molnár 2002). This research stream explores how different people or objects are cate-
gorized and how such conceptual distinctions produce, reinforce, or subvert inequalities between
groups. The classification of different US ethnic groups as white (e.g., Fox & Guglielmo 2012)
or nonwhite (e.g., Maghbouleh 2017), for example, affects whether they are evaluated positively
or negatively. These evaluations, in turn, influence group members’ access to material resources
(Massey 2007).

www.annualreviews.org • The Sociology of Interpretation 89
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Semantic association:
cognitive association
between concepts

A second body of work explores the consequences of crossing categorical boundaries.
This research demonstrates that actors who defy categorical codes are evaluated negatively.
Whether these are individuals mixing conventionally perceived masculine and feminine behaviors
(Lagos 2019,Meadow 2018) or organizations offering services that are typical of different kinds of
businesses (Zuckerman 1999), such categorical noncompliance is difficult to interpret. This leads
observers to respond to it negatively.

Some actors have more latitude to cross categorical boundaries than others, however (Rao et al.
2005). When high-status individuals defy categorical codes, their behaviors are often perceived
as competent and creative, rather than unintelligible (Sgourev & Althuizen 2014). Because they
are the greatest benefactors of the status quo, these actors also tend to react most negatively to
others’ categorically noncompliant behaviors (Goldberg et al. 2016). Yet they also enjoy the power
to change it. Thus, when categorical boundaries shift, existing inequalities are often reinforced.

2.3. Interpretation as Semantic Association

Howpeople categorize a stimulus does not fully capture how they interpret it. Liberals and conser-
vatives, as we noted earlier, agree that the protective cloth Americans wore over their faces during
the COVID-19 pandemic is a mask. But they disagree about whether this behavior is socially re-
sponsible or coercive. This deeper sense of interpretation is what sociologists often refer to when
they discuss meaning. Tavory & Swidler (2009), for example, argue that Malawians’ reluctance to
use condoms in sexual relationships is related to their interpretation of such use as an indication
that the relationship is less intimate. Condom use is associated with instrumentality.

We refer to this conceptualization of interpretation as semantic association.2 Dominant cogni-
tive theories essentially agree that people represent semantic knowledge as networks of association
and dissociation between concepts (Patterson et al. 2007). The meaning of a concept is therefore
a function of the other concepts with which it is associated or those it is opposed to.

Recent sociological work has paid considerable attention to the cognitive structures underpin-
ning semantic knowledge, debating, for example, whether semantic association should be inferred
from automatic or deliberative cognition. This level of detail is unnecessary for our purposes,
however. Rather, we note that, irrespective of one’s specific cognitive assumptions, the semantic
association approach to interpretation is pervasive in sociological research, even if mostly im-
plicitly. For example, a large body of work, using a variety of methods, demonstrates that race
(Freeman et al. 2011), leisure activities (Kozlowski et al. 2019), and even scents (Cerulo 2018) and
sounds (Schwarz 2015) are infused with class connotations.When qualitative researchers analyze
meaning, moreover, they are typically describing semantic associations (Pugh 2013, Tavory &
Timmermans 2013). Zubrzycki (2022), for example, argues that those promoting a Jewish revival
in Poland are motivated by a desire to break the association between Polishness and Catholicism.

Despite the prevalence of this theoretical orientation, formal analyses of semantic association
are relatively uncommon. The cognitive turn in cultural sociology recently catalyzed the use of
newmethods specifically intended for measuring associative cognition.Two approaches dominate.
The first focuses on the semantic representation of a specific concept. Work in this vein often
uses the implicit association test to elicit semantic associations (Miles et al. 2019, Shepherd 2011,
Srivastava & Banaji 2011).

A second approach maps the network of semantic associations between multiple concepts.
Inspired by work by cognitive anthropologists (D’Andrade 1995, Strauss & Quinn 1997), this

2We use the term “semantic” to denote cognitive representation relating to meaning, but we do not assume
that it is necessarily linguistically encoded.
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line of work measures individuals’ constellations of semantic associations. Hunzaker & Valentino
(2019), for example, explicitly ask respondents to report whether pairs of concepts are associated
or not. Goldberg’s (2011) relational class analysis infers pairwise conceptual associations from
respondents’ attitudes.

A network approach to semantic association, as opposed to a focus on a single concept, provides
two vantage points. First, it affords mapping the overarching axes structuring people’s interpre-
tations. Brensinger & Sotoudeh (2022), for example, demonstrate that some Americans’ attitudes
toward members of other social groups are organized along partisan lines. Second, it provides an
overview of the extent to which concepts are interdependent (DellaPosta 2020). Attitudes toward
concepts that are associatively meshed with other concepts are less likely to change (Rawlings
2020).

3. SYNTHESIS: THE CATEGORIZATION–ASSOCIATION MODEL
OF INTERPRETATION

The two dominant sociological approaches we identified above—one focused on categoriza-
tion, the other on semantic association—are not competing conceptualizations of interpretation.
Rather, they are complementary, each centering on a different cognitive aspect of interpretation.
The former relates to inferences about what is a stimulus, the second to what it is like.

Integrating these two approaches, we propose the categorization–association (CA) model of
interpretation. Our dual-phase model understands the act of interpretation as the activation of a
cognitively represented focal concept and the set of other concepts with which the focal concept is
cognitively associated. As we illustrate in Figure 1a, this concept can be formalized as a node in a
network of cognitive relationships. In the first phase, the actor determines what concept the stim-
ulus is an instance of. In the second phase, the focal concept activates a set of associated concepts.
These two phases are analytical rather than chronological moments. In reality, categorization and
association occur simultaneously.

Because cognitive conceptual systems are continuous rather than discrete, the activation of a
cognitive concept can be thought of as a probabilistic event (Hannan et al. 2019). Categorization

a   Categorization–association model of interpretation

Latte
Snob

Compassion

Care

Science
Liberal

2 2

21

22

What is s like?
Activate associated concepts

2

What is s?
Activate focal
concept

1

b   Shared interpretation

c

s

i

j

Shared categorization
Does s activate
concepts with similar
probabilities for i and j?

Shared association
Does c activate sets
of associated concepts
with similar probabilities
for i and j?

a1

a1

c

a2

a2

a3

a3

a4

a4

a5

a5

Figure 1

(a) The categorization–association model of interpretation of a stimulus s (using the example of someone wearing a mask in public), and
(b) its implication for shared interpretation between individuals i and j, with respect to the activation of focal concept c and the set of
associated concepts a.
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can therefore be construed as a conditional probability P(c|s),where c is a concept and s is a stimulus.
Cognitive associations are similarly probabilistic ties of activation. Association, therefore, is the
conditional probability P(a|c), where c is a focal concept and a= {a1, a2, . . , an} is a set of associated
concepts. Interpretation, in other words, can be understood as the probability that a stimulus
will activate a concept, and the corresponding probability that the activated concept will further
activate other associated concepts.

3.1. Implications

Let us return to the example of observing someone wearing a mask in public (as illustrated in
Figure 1a). How is this person interpreted? In the categorization phase you would associate this
person with a concept. In prepandemic times this concept might be sickness. If this were hap-
pening during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, however, you may have categorized this
person as a liberal. In the second phase your categorical determination would have activated addi-
tional associations. Depending on your own political identity, you might associate liberalism with
compassion or with political correctness.

Our example highlights several important implications. First, the CA model admittedly does
reductive violence to the complexities of human cognition. It is likely that categorization and se-
mantic association are not experienced as separate subjective processes. Indeed, from a schematic
cognition point of view, the various concepts in our example—mask, liberalism, compassion, polit-
ical correctness—are all intricately interconnected. They are simultaneously categorical features
and semantic associations. However, it is analytically useful, even if empirically reductive, to dis-
tinguish the focal concept being activated from the concepts with which it is associated. These
relate to different aspects of interpretation.

Second,while our example simplistically illustrates how one focal concept is activated, in reality
the same stimulus can activate multiple concepts. It is interpreted at different levels of construal
(Trope & Liberman 2010). We may categorize the mask-wearing person as sick, or more specif-
ically as suffering from a respiratory disease. We may also categorize them in terms of gender,
race, age and other categorical distinctions that are observable and salient. While these concepts
are all schematically interconnected, it is analytically useful to distinguish these different levels
and dimensions of construal.

Third, as our example illustrates, categorization and semantic association are related but dis-
tinct. Two people might similarly categorize the person as liberal, but semantically associate
liberalism with different concepts. Conversely, their disagreement may be rooted in different
categorizations, one perceiving the person as sick, the other as performing a political identity.
We return to this observation when we discuss the implications for shared interpretation in
Section 4.1.

3.2. Application: Unequal Childhoods

To illustrate the CA model, we apply it to Lareau’s (2011) influential ethnography of class-based
parental cultures. Observing her subjects’ daily routines, Lareau finds that while middle-class par-
ents orchestrate their children’s schedules and conversationally elicit their thoughts and feelings,
working-class parenting is characterized by flexible time management and an emphasis on author-
ity and instruction.These two cultural logics, as she terms them, are ultimately rooted in divergent
interpretations of child-rearing.

Working- and middle-class parents differ in their interpretations of parenting in terms of both
categorization and semantic association. Whereas middle-class parents categorize leisure time
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as a parental responsibility, working-class parents do not. Moreover, while the former associate
parenting with reasoning and emotion, the latter associate it with rules and boundaries.

Thinking about these different parenting styles through the prism of interpretation helps one
to see why, despite wanting similar things for their children, parents of different class backgrounds
adopt persistently different child-rearing practices, resulting in different life outcomes for their
children. From a middle-class parent’s point of view, failing to oversee leisure is interpreted as ne-
glectful parenting; from the working-class parent’s vantage point, however, supervising leisure is
perceived as helicopter parenting. Similarly, these parents interpret their counterparts’ practices as
deficient because they do not associate authority or reasoning, respectively, with parenting. Even
if they observe each others’ behaviors, their divergent interpretations might lead them to entrench
behaviorally. Thus, child-rearing practices are also infused with class connotations, becoming
symbolic markers of class identity.

4. SHARED INTERPRETATIONS

So far we have described interpretation at the individual level. But sociologists are, ultimately,
interested in understanding it as a collective property.When they describe culture as sharedmean-
ings, they refer to people’s convergent or divergent interpretations. The CA model provides a
framework for analytically describing this property. In this section we draw on the distinction be-
tween categorization and semantic association to define shared interpretation, and then to describe
how sociological research conceptualizes interpretative heterogeneity.

4.1. What Is Shared Interpretation?

The CA model suggests thinking of shared interpretation as two forms of similarity between
individuals: shared categorization and shared association. We illustrate these two constructs in
Figure 1b and elaborate on them below.

4.1.1. Shared categorization. Shared categorization is essential for interaction.Organizational
members, for example, need to develop a similar categorization scheme to effectively coordi-
nate when performing tasks (Weber & Camerer 2003). People operating in the same cultural
context tend to have similar categorical definitions for most concepts, otherwise they would be
unable to interact productively. This is why some of the most compelling evidence for categoriza-
tion incongruities comes from cross-cultural research (Malt 1995). Nevertheless, categorization
disagreements occur frequently within the same cultural contexts. Zuckerman (1999) shows, for
instance, that securities analysts disagree on how certain firms should be categorized.

We define shared categorization as whether two individuals categorize a given stimulus in the
same way (see Figure 1b). Probabilistically, shared categorization is the extent to which a stimu-
lus activates concepts with identical probabilities for two individuals, denoted i and j. Let Pi(c|s)
denote the conditional probability distribution of stimulus s over categories c � C, for individual
i. Shared categorization is the similarity between the two individuals’ probability distributions,
S(Pi(c|s), Pj(c|s)).3

C denotes a set of concepts. It can refer to the universe of all concepts, or it can be defined
as a sociologically relevant subset of concepts. This subset is determined by the context in which
interpretation occurs. If, for example, s is a song, the context is music, which can imply that C is the
subset of all musical genres. Two individuals will increasingly share categorization in the music

3S denotes a similarity function. A commonmethod for measuring similarity between probability distributions
is the Jensen–Shannon divergence.
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Shared
categorization:
the extent to which a
stimulus activates
concepts with similar
probabilities for two or
more individuals

AMBIGUITY AND CONTESTATION

When people disagree about categorization, this can be the result of the stimulus being ambiguous or contested.
An ambiguous stimulus is one that falls on the boundaries between concepts and is therefore uniformly difficult
to categorize (McMahan & Evans 2018). For example, the singer Taylor Swift, who began her career as a coun-
try musician, confused audiences when she first transitioned into pop. A contested stimulus, in contrast, is one
where categorization disagreement is rooted in conceptual incongruity between people (Murray 2010). Some con-
servatives, for instance, may not consider same-sex matrimony marriage because, unlike liberals, their cognitive
representation of marriage requires an opposite-sex couple. Here disagreement is rooted in different conceptual
representations, not in stimulus ambiguity. At the population level, ambiguous and contested stimuli might exhibit
very similar patterns. Imagine a stimulus that has only two plausible categorizations, c1 and c2. If it is ambiguous,
all people would sometimes categorize it as c1, and other times as c2. If it is contested, however, some people will
always categorize it as c1 and others will always categorize it as c2. In both cases, the stimulus would overall have
similar probabilities of being categorized as either c1 or c2.

context the more they have identical probability distributions over genres. Shared categorization
can be aggregated to the group level as the mean pairwise similarity in categorization between
group members, 2

N (N−1)

∑
i
∑

j ̸=i S(Pi(c|s), P j (c|s)) (where N denotes the group’s size).
Though straightforward, this approach provides limited insight into whether two individuals

are in conceptual agreement—namely, whether their cognitive representation of concepts is simi-
lar or not.We can only observe the categorical labels people attach to stimuli, not their cognition
(see the sidebar titled Ambiguity and Contestation). Ideally, we could infer conceptual agreement
if we could observe people’s categorization of the full universe of possible stimuli. This, of course,
is impractical.

Most research focuses on agreement, or disagreement, on single concepts.Work on American
nationalism, for example, finds that Americans disagree on whether being Christian is a typical
feature of being American (Bonikowski et al. 2021, Gorski & Perry 2022). Yet shared categoriza-
tion with respect to a single concept tells us little about the extent to which individuals overall
employ similar or different categorization systems. Measuring whether people share categoriza-
tion systems is complicated by the fact that categorization system disagreement can be the result
of people having different cognitive definitions for the same concepts, or different conceptual in-
ventories altogether (Hannan et al. 2019). Some people, for example, might see transgender as
a unique category of person, whereas others might perceive transgender individuals through a
sex-binary categorical prism. Sociological research comparing shared categorization at the system
level, rather than on a single concept, is rare. Recent work has employed creative methods for
inferring domain-level categorical boundaries from behavioral data, for instance, by examining
the structure of mobility between occupations (e.g., Cheng & Park 2020). Yet this work, by con-
struction,measures systemic structures shared across all actors. As Lynn & Ellerbach (2017) show,
people vary systemically in how they categorically perceive occupations.

A systemic approach to shared categorization implies comparing individuals in terms of not
only how they delineate reality into categories but also the extent to which they perceive cate-
gorical boundaries as porous or impermeable (Monk 2022). This property is known as categorical
contrast (Hannan et al. 2019). Disagreements on categorical contrast often relate to social strug-
gles over access to resources (DiMaggio 1987, Gieryn 1983). Those whose social positions
afford them advantages have more incentives to reinforce categorical boundaries sustaining their
positions (Goldberg et al. 2016).
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Shared association:
the extent to which a
focal concept activates
associated concepts
with similar
probabilities for two or
more individuals

Interpretative
heterogeneity:
the extent to which
members of a group
have divergent
interpretations

4.1.2. Shared association. Shared association is the extent to which a stimulus, conditional on
its categorization, activates the same set of associated concepts for different individuals. Let i and
j be two individuals, c the concept activated by stimulus s, and a a set of associated concepts. We
can define individual i’s semantic association as a probability distribution Pi(a|c) over all possible
sets of associated concepts. Shared association between i and j is defined as the similarity in their
probability distributions, S(Pi(a|c),Pj (a|c)). This can be aggregated to the group level as the mean
pairwise similarity in association between members, 2

N (N−1)

∑
i
∑

j ̸=i S(Pi(a|c), P j (a|c)) (where
N denotes the group’s size). Shared categorization and shared association are analytically distinct.
Two individuals might apply the same concept to a stimulus but have different semantic associ-
ations for that concept. Conversely, two individuals might use different concepts to categorize a
stimulus, but these concepts might have very similar sets of semantically associated concepts.

Shared association is a more complex construct than shared categorization because it involves
comparing sets of multiple concepts.Like categorization, shared association can be conceptualized
at the single concept or system level. At the single concept level, it is the degree of overlap between
the associated sets activated by a stimulus for two individuals.Guilbeault et al. (2023), for example,
use surveys to elicit sets of concepts associated with the concept of leadership. They demonstrate
that managers are more likely to be influenced by others who interpret leadership differently from
them, as long as they are unaware of that difference. The fact that two individuals have identical
associated sets for a focal concept does not mean that their representations of these associated
concepts are identical. Measuring shared association is therefore a complex empirical task.

Semantic association can be thought of as a network of associations between concepts. System-
level shared association can therefore be operationalized as the similarity between two individuals’
networks of association.Measuring similarity between networks is not straightforward. Hunzaker
& Valentino (2019) use maximum likelihood consensus analysis to accomplish this task. Relational
class analysis compares respondents’ preferences using relationality (for a review of relational class
methods, see Sotoudeh & DiMaggio 2021).

4.2. Interpretative Heterogeneity

A framework for operationalizing shared interpretation allows us to identify groups of interpreta-
tively like-minded people, what Zerubavel (1999) calls “thought communities.”While Zerubavel’s
account is predominantly focused on categorical perception, the CA model suggests that inter-
pretative communities should be delineated along two dimensions: shared categorization and
shared association. Categorization and association communities are not necessarily coterminous.
Americans, for example, might agree on how to classify music into different genres but employ
competing associative frameworks for interpreting the social significance of music (Goldberg
2011). This is an important distinction. Categorization disagreements are about how to classify
something, whereas disagreements about semantic association are about what something is like.
There is a difference between disagreeing on whether someone is a scientist, for example, and
disagreeing on the cultural authority of science (Gauchat & Andrews 2018).

There are broadly two approaches for mapping the contours of interpretative heterogeneity. A
deductive approach presupposes the existence of communities, or groups, usually along ideological
(e.g., Hunzaker & Valentino 2019) or ascriptive (Lynn & Ellerbach 2017) dimensions. It evaluates
either the extent to which groups share interpretation or the extent to which there is interpretative
variation within groups. An inductive approach, in contrast, infers the structure of interpretative
groups on the basis of patterns of similarity and difference between individuals. Such an approach
necessarily requires employing clustering or dimensionality reduction methods, a methodological
challenge warranting its own, separate, discussion. Sociological work overwhelmingly assumes
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Interpretative
coordination:
the process of
interpretative
alignment between
two or more
individuals

Categorical
coordination: the
process of alignment
in conceptual
representation
between two or more
individuals

Associative
coordination: the
process of alignment
in semantic association
between two or more
individuals

Framing: influencing
another person’s
interpretation of a
stimulus

Categorical framing:
influencing another
person’s categorization
of a stimulus

Associative framing:
influencing another
person’s semantic
association of a
concept

that the boundaries between interpretative groups follow social boundaries (Pachucki & Breiger
2010). Inductive approaches can identify when this assumption holds and when it does not. They
can also evaluate the extent to which there exists patterned heterogeneity within society and when
members broadly subscribe to a single interpretative framework (e.g., Boutyline & Vaisey 2017).

5. COORDINATING INTERPRETATION

A common explanation for why people have shared interpretations is that their experiences of the
world are shaped by the same environmental constraints. Given our human neurophysiology, for
example, it is not surprising that there are universal patterns in color naming shared by all cultures.
At the same time, however, differences in color naming across cultures appear to be associated with
differences in color perception (Kay & Regier 2006). Explaining how such socially constructed
interpretations become shared is perhaps cultural sociology’s most important objective. We refer
to this process as interpretative coordination and, drawing on the CA model, distinguish between
categorical and associative coordination. In this section we survey how sociologists conceptualize
these different modes of interpretative coordination at the dyadic and population levels.

5.1. Dyadic Interpretative Coordination

Sociologists call the process by which people affect each other’s perceptions social influence. Social
influence is commonly conceptualized and modeled as a simple process whereby one person’s
attitude on a single issue changes in response to another person’s behavior. Yet, because people’s
conceptual knowledge is relational, not discrete, interpretative influence is more complex than is
implied by such a model. As Berger & Luckmann (1967) noted half a century ago, people align
their interpretations through ongoing interaction. Consistent with the CA model, we propose
that people influence each other’s interpretations by shaping their conceptual representations and
their semantic associations. This leads them to share categorizations and associations.

5.1.1. Framing. To affect others’ cognitive representations, people need to be able to influence
others’ interpretations of a given stimulus. Sociologists commonly refer to this intersubjective pro-
cess as framing (Benford & Snow 2000, Polletta & Ho 2006). As Wood et al. (2018) note, framing
occurs when a communicative act influences the activation of a recipient’s schema. Framing, in
other words, is a form of public culture, while interpretation is private. Extending this defini-
tion in accordance with the CA model, we conceptualize framing as a two-dimensional process
whereby the actions of an actor shape, in the eyes of a recipient, a stimulus’s categorization (cat-
egorical framing), semantic association (associative framing), or both. Importantly, framing need
not be conscious or intentional. Whether or not we are purposefully trying to do so, our actions
invariably influence others’ perceptions.

As an example of such a process, consider Donald Trump’s discourse on political correctness. As
Schwarz (2023) compellingly demonstrates, Trump reframed this concept both categorically and
associatively. His rhetoric broadly expanded the concept’s categorical definition when he publicly
repudiated acts of norm-compliance, rule-following, and decorum as political correctness. Asso-
ciatively, his rhetoric construed political correctness as an inauthentic display of moral superiority.
By associating political correctness with mask-wearing during the COVID-19 pandemic, for in-
stance, he was able to frame it as a form of strategic virtue signaling rather than true concern
for others. This led to interpretative coordination among listeners who gradually adjusted their
cognitive representations, both conceptual and associative, accordingly.

Framing does not exclusively occur linguistically. Rather, frames are “assemblages of ma-
terial objects” (Wood et al. 2018, p. 251). These objects can materialize verbally when people
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Situational
coordination:
alignment between
two or more
individuals’
interpretation of a
stimulus

Dispositional
coordination:
alignment between
two or more
individuals’ cognitive
representation

Table 2 Interpretative coordination: verbal and nonverbal dimensions of categorical and
associative framing with examples

Medium Categorization Semantic association
Verbal Labeling:

Americans of Latin-American descent are
called “Hispanic” (Mora 2014).

Analogy/metaphor:
Corporations are analogized to the

human body (Knight 2023).
Nonverbal Relational inclusion:

Collaborators of blacklisted artists are assumed
to be Communist (Pontikes et al. 2010).

Co-occurrence:
Latte drinking co-occurs with eating

organic food (DellaPosta et al. 2015).

communicate linguistically, or nonverbally through their behaviors. For example, gift-giving by
nightclub promoters frames attractive partygoers’ regular attendance as leisure rather than labor
(Mears 2015).

Framing, therefore, is a multilayered interpersonal process. It occurs through two different
mediums (verbal and nonverbal) and along two interpretative modes (categorization and seman-
tic association). It leads to interpretative coordination when it affects recipients’ conceptual and
associative cognition. We summarize this process in Table 2.

As Table 2 illustrates, framing happens through four types of actions. Categorization occurs
verbally through labeling, namely, when a linguistic category is applied to a stimulus. When peo-
ple add gendered pronouns to their email signatures, for example, they are engaging in labeling.
Nonverbal categorization occurs when stimuli are included or excluded relationally. As structural
sociologists have long observed, categorical identities emerge from bounded patterns of interac-
tion (Fuhse 2021). The categorical identity of an object—be it a firm (Podolny 2001) or an artist
(Crossley 2015)—is often inferred on the basis of the other objects with which it interacts. As
Macy et al. (2019) show experimentally, for example, people learn to categorize unfamiliar poli-
cies as Democratic or Republican by observing the partisan identities of others who endorse or
reject them.

Semantic association also occurs in two distinct ways. Verbally, association is invoked through
connotative rhetoric using analogies and metaphors. Legal language analogizing corporations
with the human body, for instance, was pivotal in construing corporations as natural entities in-
dependent of the state (Knight 2023). Associations are invoked nonverbally through patterned
co-occurrence (Goldberg & Stein 2018).When we observe that people who drink lattes also tend
to wear face masks, for example, we learn to associate latte-drinking with liberalism (DellaPosta
et al. 2015).

5.1.2. Situational and dispositional coordination. Framing leads to interpretative coordina-
tion on two levels. On the first level, it influences the situational interpretation of a given stimulus.
Men gaslighting their female partners, for example, often manipulate them into accepting that
their emotional expressions are a form of insanity (Sweet 2019). On the second level, it results
in long-lasting changes in the recipient’s cognitive conceptual and associative representations.
Women repeatedly subjected to gaslighting eventually conceptualize insanity to include emotions
otherwise categorized as normal. Following Rawlings & Childress (2019), we refer to these levels
as situational coordination and dispositional coordination, respectively.

5.2. The Diffusion of Interpretation

Framing is the dyadic act through which people coordinate their interpretations. What explains
population-level diffusion of interpretations? Sociological research on diffusion has generally
disregarded interpretation (Fuhse 2021), analogizing cultural diffusion to viral contagion. Such
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an approach, by design, cannot account for the complex nature of interpretation. Recent years
have seen an increase in sociological interest in how meanings spread. This work has generally
offered two types of answers to the question of interpretative diffusion.

The first takes an ecological approach, demonstrating that interpretative coordination is more
likely to occur the more it is resonant (McDonnell et al. 2017). Such resonance can be the product
of logical constraints (e.g., Friedkin et al. 2016, Greve et al. 2022) or of consonance with the
recipient’s existing system of representation (e.g., Cheng et al. 2023, Koopmans & Olzak 2004).
In a serial transmission study, for example, Hunzaker (2016) shows that people gradually alter the
stories they transmit to increase their cultural consistency.

A second line of work focuses on the role of network structure in shaping patterns of interpreta-
tive diffusion. Group experiments in which participants label ambiguous stimuli demonstrate that
the speed of categorical coordination increases with network connectivity (Centola & Baronchelli
2015) and that participants converge on similar categorical systems as the size of their network
grows (Guilbeault et al. 2021).Network studies of associative coordination are rare.One exception
is the associative diffusion model, which explicitly assumes that people influence others’ perceived
semantic associations (Goldberg & Stein 2018). It shows that populations converge associatively,
but diverge in preferences, the more random their underlying network of interaction.

6. MEASURING INTERPRETATION

Sociologists have long recognized that measuring meaning is a central sociological endeavor
(Mohr 1998, Mohr et al. 2020). Our actor-centric focus on interpretation implies that it should
be measured directly by eliciting people’s cognition. We have thus far already reviewed a variety
of survey-based and experimental methods designed to elicit categorical and associative percep-
tion (e.g., Guilbeault et al. 2023, Hunzaker & Valentino 2019). Space limitations do not permit
us to comprehensively review this methodological terrain. Rather, we highlight two recent de-
velopments in methods and data availability that have dramatically impacted sociologists’ ability
to measure interpretation at scale, without having to probe respondents’ cognition directly using
surveys.

6.1. Categorization: Online Platforms

The first methodological advancement was ushered in by the proliferation of online digital plat-
forms, especially those that serve as marketplaces. Sociologists have mostly used these data for the
purpose of understanding categorization processes. This line of work examines how the classifi-
cation of objects relates to their appeal and popularity (Hsu et al. 2009, Silver et al. 2022). This
approach conventionally draws on the classification schemes formulated by platform administra-
tors, effectively assuming interpretative homogeneity among users. A different approach peers
more deeply into objects’ features. Work on musical consumption, for example, measures song
categorical conventionality as the extent to which it includes typical feature combinations (Askin
&Mauskapf 2017,Negro et al. 2022).Whether the stimuli in question are products or people, this
body of work generally explores the conditions under which atypicality is penalized or rewarded
(e.g., Ferguson & Hasan 2013, Leung 2014, Zuckerman et al. 2003).

6.2. Semantic Association: Natural Language Processing

A second, and more dramatic, innovation was made possible by recent advancements in the field
of natural language processing. These have enabled sociologists to explore semantic association in
ways that hitherto necessitated human-based interpretative analysis. Given the centrality of lan-
guage for cultural exchange, sociologists were quick to adopt these innovations (Evans & Aceves
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2016). Perhaps most important among them was the introduction of word-embedding models
(Mikolov et al. 2013). These models are trained on large text corpora and rely on neural network
architectures to represent words. Their exact technical implementation is beyond the scope of
this review. Importantly, a word-embedding model represents each word contained in the text
corpus as a coordinate in a hyperdimensional space. As various applications demonstrated, the
distribution of words in this space appears to correspond strongly to how humans represent se-
mantic knowledge (Arseniev-Koehler & Foster 2022). Embedding space, in other words, can be
thought of as a representation of conceptual space (Aceves & Evans 2023, Stoltz & Taylor 2021).
The distance between words in this space reflects the strength of semantic association between
the concepts they correspond to.

A common application of word-embedding models takes advantage of the geometric proper-
ties of the embedding space to infer word meanings by projecting them onto specific semantic
dimensions. In an early and powerful demonstration of this approach, Garg et al. (2018) inferred
occupations’ gender connotations by measuring their relative distance to feminine and masculine
clusters of words. They demonstrate that occupations’ gender connotations trace their historical
demographic gender compositions. Taking a similar approach, Kozlowski et al. (2019) show that
leisure activities have strong class connotations.

Sociological applications using word embeddings typically train the model on a large corpus
of public texts, such as books or speeches. Although they are trained on public culture, they are
interpreted as reflections of private semantic cognition. Such an approach comes with significant
limitations. It necessarily assumes that all documents contained in the corpus were produced by
the same language model—namely, that all the people who produced these texts have identical
semantic associations. Such an assumption cannot account for interpretative variability across
people. To overcome this limitation, some studies train separate models on different subcorpora.
Jones et al. (2020), for example, train separate models on different historical periods to demon-
strate a secular decline in gender stereotypical associations since the early nineteenth century.
Other studies use word embeddings to describe variability in individuals’ semantic combinations
(Gouvard et al. 2023, Hofstra et al. 2020, Zhou 2022). More recent approaches, such as that
proposed by Rodriguez et al. (2023), adjust word embeddings to different contexts, allowing
researchers to identify variability in individuals’ semantic association. Such applications hold the
promise of measuring interpretative heterogeneity.

Recent advances in computational linguistics also afford the possibility of measuring, at scale,
the process of associative interpretative coordination. Card et al. (2022), for example, use contex-
tual embeddings to identify metaphors that dehumanized immigrants or characterized them as
immoral in congressional speeches. Text parsers provide the possibility of inferring dependency
relationships between words in specific sentences (Stuhler 2022). Knight (2022) uses such an ap-
proach to demonstrate an increasing prevalence of agentic metaphors applied to corporate actors
in the media.

Most recently, the introduction of large language models—such as GPT-4 (generative pre-
trained transformer 4)—has opened unprecedented opportunities for measuring interpretative
coordination in naturally occurring text. In fact, such models appear to exhibit analogical rea-
soning (Webb et al. 2023). Although these methods’ sociological implications are still in their
infancy, they hold the promise of distinguishing categorization from semantic association both as
communicative acts of framing and as manifestations of private cognition.

7. CONCLUSION

Thinking about interpretation through the lens of categorization and semantic association distin-
guishes it from other constructs—such as attitudes and behaviors (see Table 1)—all of which
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WHAT IS MEANING-MAKING?

Sociologists often discuss meaning-making. Yet, the absence of a consensual definition for meaning leads to
confusion about who is doing meaning and what is being made. In some instances, sociologists use the term
meaning-making to denote an individual mental process. In others, it is used to describe a social process, denot-
ing either the communicative act of construing a stimulus in a particular way, or the collective interactive process
by which two or more individuals converge interpretatively. As we discuss in the main text, we find it useful to
distinguish these three different processes with the labels interpretation, framing, and interpretative coordination,
respectively. Sociologists, moreover, often use the terms meaning-making and sense-making interchangeably. In
Weick’s terminology, sense-making is an individual verbal process in which people retrospectively rationalize their
experiences by imposing a coherent ordered logic on them (Weick et al. 2005). We suggest that sociologists use
sense-making in a manner consistent with Weick’s definition.

fall under the wide sociological umbrella of meaning-making (see the sidebar titled What Is
Meaning-Making?). Although such a formulation does violence to the messy and complex na-
ture of human cognition, it provides analytical clarity and sketches operationalizable empirical
implications. We expect that computational linguistic methods will continue to open up excit-
ing avenues for realizing these implications, influencing sociological work in two fundamental
ways.

First, new developments will hopefully facilitate integrating the study of interpretation into
sociological fields that have traditionally eschewed it. In particular, we believe sociologists should
pay greater attention to interpretative heterogeneity. Consider Americans’ attitudes about diver-
sity. As Abascal et al. (2021) show, people reach divergent conclusions about when to categorize
a neighborhood as diverse. They might all express support for enhancing diversity but, because
they disagree about what this concept means, reach different conclusions about how to obtain it.
Alternatively, people may agree about what diversity is but disagree about its desirability. More
broadly, it is important that sociologists distinguish when variation in attitudes or behaviors is the
result of interpretative heterogeneity and when it is not.This heterogeneity can be conceptualized
and operationalized along the dimensions of categorization and association.

Second, the CA model provides a framework for addressing fundamental questions related to
cultural change. These include the following:

1. Categorical change: How do new concepts emerge and become conventionally associated
with a label? When is a new label mere relabeling of old concepts, and when is it indicative
of conceptual change?

2. Associative change: Semantic associations are embedded in complex relational networks.
Changes in one association are constrained by and affect other associative links. How do
these interdependencies shape the process of associative change?

3. Interpretative coordination: When does situational coordination result in dispositional co-
ordination, and when does it only affect the interpretation of a stimulus without influencing
long-term representation? How does this process play out interactionally?

4. Interpretative diffusion: Why are some acts of framing more successful than others in
affecting recipients’ representations? Does it matter whether this framing is categor-
ical or associative, or are both types of interpretative diffusion subject to the same
dynamics?

We look forward to seeing how newmethods will be brought to bear on these important questions.
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SUMMARY POINTS

1. We suggest thinking about meaning as an actor interpreting a stimulus.

2. Interpretation occurs when a stimulus activates a cognitively represented concept (cat-
egorization) and other concepts with which the focal concept is associated (semantic
association).

3. Shared interpretation is the extent to which a stimulus activates focal concepts and
associated concepts for two or more actors with similar probabilities.

4. Shared interpretation emerges when actors coordinate their categorizations and/or
semantic associations through framing.

5. It is useful to distinguish interpretation from attitudes and behaviors.

6. It is important that sociological work on attitudes and behaviors account for interpreta-
tive heterogeneity.
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