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Paul F. Lazarsfeld (1901–1976) was a highly in� uential � gure in the devel-
opment of modern empirical methods in sociology and the social scienc-
es. He laid many of the foundations for reliable social survey techniques 
and qualitative methods for understanding key aspects of contemporary 
society, such as voting studies, opinion polling, occupational and mass 
media research. Lazarsfeld’s pioneering work in what he termed “admin-
istrative research” provided the intellectual basis for much of market and 
business research.

� e articles collected together in Paul F. Lazarsfeld: An Empirical � e-
ory of Social Action make Lazarsfeld’s pioneering early work on youth and 
occupation available for the � rst time in English. � ey demonstrate the 
intellectual in� uences of Austro-marxism, academic psychology and the 
philosophy of the Vienna Circle, and their application to concrete issues 
of social concern. His development of an empirically grounded theory of 
social action was to produce many important insights into the analysis 
of social processes. His methodological approach was a key in� uence on 
both Robert K. Merton’s “theories of the middle-range”, and Barney Gla-
ser’s development, with Anselm Strauss, of “grounded theory”.

Lazarsfeld’s intellectual and methodological concerns played an im-
portant role in shaping the direction of sociology as a discipline in the 
United States. � ese were already evident in his early writings. � ey are 
remarkably modern in their approach and in their anticipation of some 
key concerns of current sociological methods. 

� e essays are accompanied by a detailed and illuminating biograph-
ical introduction by the editors, both eminent sociologists. It includes a 
foreword by the leading French sociologist Raymond Boudon who worked 
with and knew Lazarsfeld well. � is collection is an invaluable contribu-
tion to the history of sociology in the 20th century, and represents the only 
source in English of his early writings.
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