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SOCIAL  
     STRUCTURE AND 
INTERACTION IN  
     EVERYDAY LIFE


Learning Objectives
Explain why social structure is important in our 
interaction with others.


Distinguish among ascribed, achieved, and 
master statuses, and give examples of each.


Explain each of these terms: role, role 
expectation, role performance, role conflict, 
role strain, and role exit.


Compare functionalist and conflict views on 
social institutions.


Explain how social change occurs in preindustrial, 
industrial, and postindustrial societies.


Discuss the symbolic interactionist view on 
the social construction of reality and the  
self-fulfilling prophecy.


Compare ethnomethodology and 
dramaturgical analysis as two research 
methods for observing how people deal 
with everyday life.


State three reasons why the sociology 
of emotions and the study of nonverbal 
communication add to our understanding 
of human behavior.
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E ighner’s “diving” activities reflect a specific pattern of social behavior. All activities in life—including scavenging in garbage bins 
and living “on the streets”—are social in nature. 
Homeless persons and domiciled persons (those 
with homes) participate in a social world that has 
predictable patterns. This is true for the rest of us 
as well. In this chapter we look at the relationship 
between social structure and social interaction in 
everyday life. In the process, homelessness is used as 
an example of how social problems may occur and 
how they may be reduced or perpetuated within 
social structures and patterns of interaction in com-
munities and nations.


Let’s start by defining social interaction and social 
structure. Although we frequently are not aware of 
it, our daily interactions with others and the larger 
patterns found in the social world of which we are a 
part are important ingredients in the framework of 
our individual daily lives. Social interaction is the 
process by which people act toward or respond 
to other people and is the foundation for all rela-
tionships and groups in society. As discussed in 
Chapter 4, we learn virtually all of what we know 
from our interactions with other people.


Socialization is a small-scale process, whereas 
social structure is a much more encompass-
ing framework. Social structure is the complex 


The Art of Diving for Dinner
I began Dumpster diving [scavenging in 
a large garbage bin] about a year before 
I became homeless. . . . The area I frequent 
is inhabited by many affluent college students. 
I am not here by chance; the Dumpsters in this 
area are very rich. Students throw out many 
good things, including food. In particular they 
tend to throw everything out when they move 
at the end of a semester, before and after breaks, 


and around midterm, when many of them 
despair of college. So I find it advantageous to 
keep an eye on the academic calendar. I learned 
to scavenge gradually, on my own. Since then I 
have initiated several companions into the trade. 
I have learned that there is a predictable series 
of stages a person goes through in learning to 
scavenge.


At first the new scavenger is filled with dis-
gust and self-loathing. He is ashamed of being 
seen and may lurk around, trying to duck behind 
things, or he may dive at night. (In fact, most 
people instinctively look away from a scavenger. 
By skulking around, the novice calls attention to 
himself and arouses suspicion. Diving at night is 
ineffective and needlessly messy.) . . . That stage 
passes with experience. The scavenger finds a 
pair of running shoes that fit and look and smell 
brand-new. . . . He begins to understand: People 
throw away perfectly good stuff, a lot of per-
fectly good stuff.


At this stage, Dumpster shyness begins to 
dissipate. The diver, after all, has the last laugh. 
He is finding all manner of good things that are 
his for the taking. Those who disparage his pro-
fession are the fools, not he.
—Author Lars Eighner recalls his experiences as a 
Dumpster diver while living under a shower curtain in 
a stand of bamboo in a public park. Eighner became 
homeless when he was evicted from his “shack” after 
being unemployed for about a year (Eighner, 1993: 
111–119).


 ● All activities in life—including scavenging in garbage 
bins and living “on the streets”—are social in nature.
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framework of societal institutions (such as the 
economy, politics, and religion) and the social 
practices (such as rules and social roles) that 
make up a society and that organize and estab-
lish limits on people’s behavior. This structure 
is essential for the survival of society and for the 
well-being of individuals because it provides a 
social web of familial support and social relation-
ships that connects each of us to the larger society. 
Many homeless people have lost this vital linkage. 
As a result, they often experience a loss of personal 
dignity and a sense of moral worth because of their 
“homeless” condition. Before reading on, learn 
more about homeless people and how the press-
ing national problem of homelessness is related 
to social structure and interaction by taking the 
“Sociology and Everyday Life” quiz.


Social Structure: The 
Macrolevel Perspective
Social structure provides the framework within 
which we interact with others. This framework is 
an orderly, fixed arrangement of parts that together 


make up the whole group or  society (see 
● Figure 5.1). As defined in Chapter 1, 


a society is a large social grouping that shares 
the  same geographical territory and is subject to 
the same political authority and dominant cul-
tural  expectations. At the macrolevel, the social 


structure of a society has several essential elements: 
social institutions, groups, statuses, roles, and 
norms.


Functional theorists emphasize that social struc-
ture is essential because it creates order and pre-
dictability in a society. Social structure is also 
important for our human development. As  discussed 
in Chapter 3, we develop a self-concept as we learn 
the attitudes, values, and behaviors of the people 
around us. When these attitudes and values are part 
of a predictable structure, it is easier to develop that 
self-concept.


Social structure gives us the ability to interpret 
the social situations we encounter. For example, we 
expect our families to care for us, our schools to 
educate us, and our police to protect us. When our 
circumstances change dramatically, most of us feel 
an acute sense of anxiety because we do not know 
what to expect or what is expected of us. For exam-
ple, newly homeless individuals may feel disoriented 
because they do not know how to function in their 


LO1


How Much Do You Know About Homeless People 
and the Social Structure of Homelessness?


Sociology and Everyday Life


True False


T F 1. Local, state, and federal assistance to homeless people has shrunk in recent years.
T F 2. A majority of people who are counted as homeless live on the streets or in cars, abandoned buildings, or 


other places not intended for human habitation.
T F 3. Many homeless people have full-time employment.
T F 4. Homelessness is affected by both income and the affordability of available housing.
T F 5. Homeless people typically panhandle (beg for money) so that they can buy alcohol or drugs.
T F 6. Shelters for the homeless consistently have clients who sleep on overflow cots, in chairs, in hallways, and in 


other nonstandard sleeping arrangements.
T F 7. There have always been homeless people throughout the history of the United States.
T F 8. “Doubled-up” populations (people who live with friends, family, or other nonrelatives for economic 


 reasons) have decreased in recent years.


Answers on page 125.


social structure the complex framework of societal 
institutions (such as the economy, politics, and 
religion) and the social practices (such as rules and 
social roles) that make up a society and that organize 
and establish limits on people’s behavior.


social interaction the process by which people act 
toward or respond to other people; the foundation for 
all relationships and groups in society.
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new setting. The person is likely to ask questions: 
“How will I survive on the streets?” “Where do I go 
to get help?” “Should I stay at a shelter?” “Where 
can I get a job?” Social structure helps people make 
sense out of their environment even when they find 
themselves on the streets.


However, conflict theorists maintain that there 
is more to social structure than is readily vis-
ible and that we must explore the deeper, under-
lying structures that determine social relations in 
a society. For example, Karl Marx suggested that 
the way economic production is organized is the 
most important structural aspect of any society. 
In capitalistic societies, where a few people control 
the labor of many, the social structure reflects a 
system of relationships of domination among cat-
egories of people (for example, owner–worker and 
employer–employee).


Social structure creates boundaries that define 
which persons or groups will be the “insiders” and 
which will be the “outsiders.” Social marginality is 
the state of being part insider and part outsider in 
the social structure. Sociologist Robert Park (1928) 
coined this term to refer to persons (such as immi-
grants) who simultaneously share the life and tra-
ditions of two distinct groups. Social marginality 
results in stigmatization. A stigma is any physical 
or social attribute or sign that so devalues a per-
son’s social identity that it disqualifies that person 
from full social acceptance (Goffman, 1963b). A 
convicted criminal wearing a prison uniform is an 
example of a person who has been stigmatized; the 
uniform says that the person has done something 
wrong and should not be allowed unsupervised out-
side the prison walls. The stigmatization of home-
lessness is discussed later in this chapter.


Components of Social 
Structure
The social structure of a society includes its social 
positions, the relationships among those positions, 
and the kinds of resources attached to each of the 
positions. Social structure also includes all the groups 
that make up society and the relationships among 
those groups (Smelser, 1988). We begin by examining 
the social positions that are closest to the individual.


Status
A status is a socially defined position in a group or 
society characterized by certain expectations, 
rights, and duties. Statuses exist independently of 


the specific people occupying them; the 
statuses of professional athlete, rock 


musician, professor, college student, and homeless 
person all exist exclusive of the specific individuals 
who occupy these social positions. For example, 
although thousands of new students arrive on col-
lege campuses each year to occupy the status of first-
year student, the status of college student and the 
expectations attached to that position have remained 
relatively unchanged for the past century.


Does the term status refer only to high-level 
positions in society? No, not in a sociological sense. 
Although many people equate the term with high 
levels of prestige, sociologists use it to refer to all 
socially defined positions—high rank and low 
rank. For example, both the position of director of 
the Department of Health and Human Services in 
Washington, D.C., and that of a homeless person 
who is paid about five dollars a week (plus bed and 
board) to clean up the dining room at a homeless 
shelter are social statuses.
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 ● FIGURE 5.1 SOCIAL STRUCTURE FRAMEWORK
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Take a moment to answer the question “Who am 
I?” To determine who you are, you must think about 
your social identity, which is derived from the sta-
tuses you occupy and is based on your status set. A 
status set comprises all the statuses that a person 
occupies at a given time. For example, Maria may 
be a psychologist, a professor, a wife, a mother, a 
Catholic, a school volunteer, a Texas resident, and 
a Mexican American. All of these socially defined 
positions constitute her status set.


Ascribed Status and Achieved Status  
Statuses are distinguished by the manner in which 
we acquire them. An ascribed status is a social 
 position conferred at birth or received involun-
tarily later in life, based on attributes over which 
the individual has little or no control, such as 
race/ethnicity, age, and gender. For example, 
Maria is a female born to Mexican American par-
ents; she was assigned these statuses at birth. She is 
an adult and—if she lives long enough—will some-
day become an “older adult,” which is an ascribed 
status received involuntarily later in life.


An achieved status is a social position that a 
person assumes voluntarily as a result of personal 


choice, merit, or direct effort. Achieved statuses 
(such as occupation, education, and income) are 
thought to be gained as a result of personal ability 
or successful competition. Most occupational posi-
tions in modern societies are achieved statuses. For 
instance, Maria voluntarily assumed the statuses of 
psychologist, professor, wife, mother, and school 
volunteer. However, not all achieved statuses are 
positions most people would want to attain; for 


1. True. Debt and deficit reduction at the federal level, combined with fiscal crises at the local and state levels, has reduced 
funds for assistance available to homeless people and the organizations that assist them.


2. False. A majority of people who are counted as homeless are found in emergency shelters or transitional housing pro-
grams, but these organizations offer only a temporary break from the larger problem of homelessness.


3. True. Many homeless people do have full-time employment, but they are among the working poor. The minimum-wage 
jobs they hold do not pay enough for them to support their families and pay the high rents that are typical in many 
cities.


4. True. Although many people think of homelessness as being based solely on lack of income to pay for housing, another 
significant factor is the cost of housing. In some cities and regions, available housing simply is not affordable to 
people who have limited financial resources.


5. False. Many homeless people panhandle to pay for food, a bed at a shelter, or other survival needs.


6. True. Overcrowded shelters throughout the nation often attempt to accommodate as many homeless people as  possible 
on a given night, particularly when the weather is bad. As a result, any available spaces—including offices,  closets, 
and hallways—are used as sleeping areas until the individuals can find another location or weather conditions 
improve.


7. True. Scholars have found that homelessness has always existed in the United States. However, the number of homeless 
people has increased or decreased with fluctuations in the national economy.


8. False. The “doubled-up” population in the United States increased by more than 50 percent from 2005 to 2010 as many 
people faced difficult economic times during the Great Recession. Many people lost their homes to foreclosure, oth-
ers were unable to pay rent because of losing their jobs, and still others found themselves in a downward economic 
spiral.


Sources: U.S. Conference of Mayors, 2011; National Alliance to End Homelessness, 2012.


ANSWERS to the Sociology Quiz on Homeless  
Persons and the Social Structure of Homelessness


Sociology and Everyday Life


status a socially defined position in a group or 
society characterized by certain expectations, rights, 
and duties.


ascribed status a social position conferred at birth or 
received involuntarily later in life, based on attributes 
over which the individual has little or no control, such 
as race/ethnicity, age, and gender.


status set all the statuses that a person occupies at a 
given time.


achieved status a social position that a person 
assumes voluntarily as a result of personal choice, 
merit, or direct effort.
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example, being a criminal, a drug addict, or a home-
less person is a negative achieved status.


Ascribed statuses have a significant influence on 
the achieved statuses that we occupy. Race/ethnic-
ity, gender, and age affect each person’s opportunity 
to acquire certain achieved statuses. Those who are 
privileged by their positive ascribed statuses are 
more likely to achieve the more prestigious posi-
tions in a society. Those who are disadvantaged by 
their ascribed statuses may more easily acquire neg-
ative achieved statuses.


Master Status If we occupy many different 
statuses, how can we determine which is the most 
important? Sociologist Everett Hughes has stated 
that societies resolve this ambiguity by determin-
ing master statuses. A master status is the most 
important status that a person occupies; it dom-
inates all the individual’s other statuses and is the 
overriding ingredient in determining a person’s 
general social position (Hughes, 1945). Being poor 
or rich is a master status that influences many 
other areas of life, including health, education, 
and life  opportunities. For men, occupation has 
usually been the most important status, although 


occupation is increasingly a master status for many 
women as well. “What do you do?” is one of the first 
questions most people ask when meeting another. 
Occupation provides important clues to a person’s 
educational level, income, and family background. 
An individual’s race/ethnicity may also constitute a 
master status in a society in which dominant-group 
members single out members of other groups as 
“inferior” on the basis of real or alleged physical, 
cultural, or nationality characteristics.


Master statuses confer high or low levels of 
 personal worth and dignity on people. These are not 
characteristics that we inherently possess; they are 
derived from the statuses we occupy. For those who 
have no residence, being a homeless person readily 
becomes a master status regardless of the person’s 
other attributes. Homelessness is a stigmatized master 
status that confers disrepute on its occupant because 
domiciled people often believe that a homeless per-
son has a “character flaw.” Sometimes this assump-
tion is supported by how the media frame stories 
about homeless people (see “Framing Homelessness 
in the Media”). The circumstances under which 
someone becomes homeless determine the extent to 
which that person is stigmatized (see ● Figure 5.2). 
Snow and Anderson (1993: 199) observed the effects 
of homelessness as a master status:


It was late afternoon, and the homeless were con-
gregated in front of [the Salvation Army shelter] 
for dinner. A school bus approached that was 
packed with Anglo junior high school students 
being bused from an eastside barrio school to 
their upper-middle and upper-class homes in 
the city’s northwest neighborhoods. As the bus 
rolled by, a fusillade of coins came flying out the 
windows, as the students made obscene gestures 
and shouted, “Get a job.” Some of the homeless 
gestured back, some scrambled for the scattered 
coins—mostly pennies—others angrily threw the 
coins at the bus, and a few seemed oblivious to the 
encounter. For the passing junior high schoolers, 
the exchange was harmless fun, a way to work off 
the restless energy built up in school; but for the 
homeless it was a stark reminder of their stigma-
tized status and of the extent to which they are 
the objects of negative attention.


Status Symbols When people are proud of a 
particular social status that they occupy, they often 
choose to use visible means to let others know about 
their position. Status symbols are material signs 
that inform others of a person’s specific status. For 
example, just as wearing a wedding ring proclaims 
that a person is married, for many, owning a Rolls-
Royce announces that one has “made it.” As we saw 
in Chapter 3, achievement and success are core U.S. 


 ● In the past, a person’s status was primarily linked to his 
or her family background, education, occupation, and 
other sociological attributes. Today, some sociologists 
believe that celebrity status has overtaken the more 
traditional social indicators of status. Bono, shown here 
performing at a concert, is an example of celebrity status.
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values. For this reason, people who have “made it” 
tend to want to display symbols to inform others of 
their accomplishments.


Status symbols for the domiciled and for the 
homeless may have different meanings. Among 
affluent persons, a full shopping cart in the gro-
cery store and bags of merchandise from expensive 
department stores indicate a lofty financial position. 
By contrast, among the homeless, bulging shopping 
bags and overloaded grocery carts suggest a com-
pletely different status. Carts and bags are essential 
to street life; there is no other place to keep things, 
as shown by this description of Darian, a homeless 
woman in New York City:


The possessions in her postal cart consist of a 
whole house full of things, from pots and pans to 
books, shoes, magazines, toilet articles, personal 
papers and clothing, most of which she made 
herself. . . .


Because of its weight and size, Darian can-
not get the cart up over the curb. She keeps it in 
the street near the cars. This means that as she 
pushes it slowly up and down the street all day 
long, she is living almost her entire life directly in 
traffic. She stops off along her route to sit or sleep 
for awhile and to be both stared at as a spectacle 
and to stare back. Every aspect of her life includ-
ing sleeping, eating, and going to the bathroom is 
constantly in public view. . . . [S]he has no space 
to call her own and she never has a moment’s pri-
vacy. Her privacy, her home, is her cart with all its 
possessions. (Rousseau, 1981: 141)


Although this description is more than thirty years 
old, homeless persons today can still be spotted in 
large urban centers, such as New York, San Francisco, 
and Seattle, and smaller cities, such as Waco, Texas, 
where they live with all of their possessions in a 
shopping cart or other portable conveyance.


For homeless women and men, possessions 
are not status symbols as much as they are a link 
with the past, a hope for the future, and a potential 
source of immediate cash. As Snow and Anderson 
(1993: 147) note, selling personal possessions 
is not uncommon among most social classes; 
members of the working and middle classes hold 
garage sales, and those in the upper classes have 
estate sales. However, when homeless persons sell 
their personal possessions, they do so to meet 
their immediate needs, not because they want to 
“clean house.”


Role
A role is a set of behavioral expectations associ-
ated with a given status. For example, a carpenter 


(employee) hired to remodel a kitchen is 
not expected to sit down uninvited and 


join the family (employer) for dinner. A role is the 
dynamic aspect of a status. Whereas we occupy a 
status, we play a role.


Role expectation is a group’s or society’s defi-
nition of the way that a specific role ought to be 
played. By contrast, role performance is how a 
person actually plays the role. Role performance 
does not always match role expectation. Some sta-
tuses have role expectations that are highly specific, 
such as that of surgeon or college professor. Other 
statuses, such as friend or significant other, have less 
structured expectations. The role expectations tied 
to the status of student are more specific than those 
of being a friend. Role expectations are typically 
based on a range of acceptable behavior rather than 
on strictly defined standards.


Our roles are relational (or complementary); 
that is, they are defined in the context of roles per-
formed by others. We can play the role of student 
because someone else fulfills the role of professor. 
Conversely, to perform the role of professor, the 
teacher must have one or more students.


Role ambiguity occurs when the expectations 
associated with a role are unclear. For example, it 
is not always clear when the provider–dependent 
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 ● FIGURE 5.2 CAUSES OF FAMILY HOMELESSNESS 
IN TWENTY-NINE CITIES
Source: U.S. Conference of Mayors, 2011.


master status the most important status that a 
person occupies.


role a set of behavioral expectations associated with 
a given status.


status symbol a material sign that informs others of 
a person’s specific status.


role performance how a person actually plays a role.


role expectation a group’s or society’s definition of 
the way that a specific role ought to be played.


Copyright 2013 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s). Editorial review has 
deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.








“It is distressingly common.”
“It’s tough to get your head around that such a rich coun-
try can have such impoverished folks, and that they’re so 
disenfranchised that they don’t see hope that things can 
get better for them.”


These are comments made by people in a newspaper 
article describing homeless people living in tent cities west 
of downtown Erie, Pennsylvania. The tent city community is 
located behind big-box stores and near the railroad tracks, 
where it remains largely invisible to the general  public 
 (Guerriero, 2012). As the article suggests, governmental agen-
cies and organizations such as the National Alliance to End 
Homelessness do not keep statistics on tent cities such as this 
all over the United States. Like other homeless populations, 
these tent cities are an indication that the homeless are under-
counted in this country, and sometimes media sources are the 
primary way we learn that such homeless persons exist.


Most media framing of newspaper articles and television 
reports about the problem of homelessness can be classified 
into one of two major categories: thematic framing and epi-
sodic framing. Thematic framing refers to news stories that 
focus primarily on statistics about the homeless population 
and recent trends in homelessness (Kendall, 2011). Examples 
include stories about changes in homeless rates or poverty 
rates in the United States. This type of article is abstract and 


impersonal, as it presents data and an expert’s interpretation 
of what those data mean.


By contrast, episodic framing presents public issues such as 
poverty and homelessness as concrete events, showing them 
to be specific instances that occur more or less in isolation 
(Kendall, 2011). For example, a news article may focus on the 
problems of one homeless family, describing how the parents 
and kids live in a car and eat meals from a soup kitchen. Often, 
what is not included is the macro view of homelessness, includ-
ing causes and possible solutions for the “homeless problem” 
in the United States.


Media framing of stories about the poor and homeless 
represent the less fortunate in various ways. If homelessness 
is shown as nothing more than statistical data, then we are 
unable to make a balanced assessment of the larger social 
problems involved. On the other hand, if the media make us 
aware of situations—such as tent cities—that we otherwise 
would overlook, we may develop a better awareness of the 
pervasive nature of the problem and the need for broader 
social intervention.


reflect & analyze
How are the poor and homeless represented in the 
media that you follow? Do you think that social media 
will increase public awareness of social problems such as 
homelessness? Why or why not?


Are They Statistics, 
or Are They People?


FramingHomelessness 
in the Media


aspect of the parent–child relationship ends. Should 
it end at age eighteen or twenty-one? When a person 
is no longer in school? Different people will answer 
these questions differently depending on their expe-
riences and socialization, as well as on the parents’ 
financial capability and psychological willingness 
to continue contributing to the welfare of their 
adult children.


Role Conflict and Role Strain Most peo-
ple occupy a number of statuses, each of which has 
numerous role expectations attached. For example, 
Charles is a student who attends morning classes at 
the university, and he is an employee at a fast-food 
restaurant, where he works from 3:00 to 10:00 p.m. 
He is also Stephanie’s boyfriend, and she would like 
to see him more often. On December 7, Charles has 
a final exam at 7:00 p.m., when he is supposed to be 


working. Meanwhile, Stephanie is pressuring him to 
take her to a movie. To top it off, his mother calls, 
asking him to fly home because his father is going to 
have emergency surgery. How can Charles be in all 
these places at once? Such experiences of role con-
flict can be overwhelming.


Role conflict occurs when incompatible role 
demands are placed on a person by two or more 
statuses held at the same time. When role conflict 
occurs, we may feel pulled in different directions. 
To deal with this problem, we may prioritize our 
roles and first complete the one we consider to be 
most important. Or we may compartmentalize our 
lives and separate our roles from one another. That 
is, we may perform the activities linked to one role 
for part of the day and then engage in the activities 
associated with another role in some other time 
period or elsewhere. For example, under routine 128
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circumstances, Charles would fulfill his student role 
for part of the day and his employee role for another 
part of the day. In his current situation, however, he 
is unable to compartmentalize his roles.


Role conflict may occur as a result of changing 
statuses and roles in society. Research has found that 
women who engage in behavior that is gender-typed 
as “masculine” tend to have higher rates of role con-
flict than those who engage in traditional “feminine” 
behavior. Role conflict may sometimes be attributed 
not to the roles themselves but to the pressures that 
people feel when they do not fit into culturally pre-
scribed roles. In a study of women athletes in col-
lege sports programs, female gymnasts and softball 
players faced a “female/athlete paradox,” which led 
caused them to construct images that were based on 
femininity on some occasions and images that were 
based on athleticism on others. It appears that these 
young women had constructed their own approach 
for dealing with conflict inherent in playing the 
female student–athlete role (Ross and Shinew, 2008).


Whereas role conflict occurs between two 
or more statuses, role strain takes place within 
one status. Role strain occurs when incompat-
ible demands are built into a single status that a 
 person  occupies. For example, married or cohabi-
tating women may experience more role strain 
than married or cohabitating men because many of 
them experience work overload, meaning that they 
work for wages outside the household but are also 
responsible for most of the parenting and household 
responsibilities within the family.


Recent social and economic changes in society 
may have increased role strain for men. In some 
families, men’s traditional position of dominance 
has eroded as more women have entered the paid 
labor force and, in more cases, become the primary 
or sole breadwinner for the family. The concepts of 
role expectation, role performance, role conflict, 
and role strain are illustrated in ● Figure 5.3.


Individuals frequently distance themselves from 
a role they find extremely stressful or otherwise 
problematic. Role distancing occurs when people 
consciously foster the impression of a lack of commit-
ment or attachment to a particular role and merely go 
through the motions of role performance (Goffman, 
1961b). People use distancing techniques when they 
do not want others to take them as the “self ” implied 
in a particular role, especially if they think the role is 
“beneath them.” While Charles is working in the fast-
food restaurant, for example, he does not want people 
to think of him as a “loser in a dead-end job.” He wants 
them to view him as a college student who is working 
there just to “pick up a few bucks” until he graduates. 
When customers from the university come in, Charles 
talks to them about what courses they are taking, what 
they are majoring in, and what professors they have. 
He does not discuss whether the bacon cheeseburger 
is better than the chili burger. When Charles is really 
involved in role distancing, he tells his friends that he 
“works there but wouldn’t eat there.”


Role Exit Role exit occurs when people disen-
gage from social roles that have been central to 
their self-identity. Sociologist Helen Rose Fuchs 
Ebaugh (1988) studied this process by interviewing 
ex-convicts, ex-nuns, retirees, divorced men and 
women, and others who had exited voluntarily from 
significant social roles. According to Ebaugh, role 


role conflict a situation in which incompatible role 
demands are placed on a person by two or more 
statuses held at the same time.


role exit a situation in which people disengage from 
social roles that have been central to their self-identity.


role strain a condition that occurs when 
incompatible demands are built into a single status 
that a person occupies.


 ● Sociologists believe that being rich or poor may be a master status in the United States. How do the lifestyles of these two 
men differ based on their master statuses?
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exit occurs in four stages. The first stage is doubt, 
in which people experience frustration or burnout 
when they reflect on their existing roles. The sec-
ond stage involves a search for alternatives; here, 
people may take a leave of absence from their work 
or temporarily separate from their marriage part-
ner. The third stage is the turning point at which 


people realize that they must take some final action, 
such as quitting their job or getting a divorce. The 
fourth and final stage involves the creation of a new 
identity. Consider, for example, attempting to exit 
the “homeless” role: This is a very difficult process 
because the longer an individual remains on the 
streets, the more that person’s personal resources 
diminish, and his or her work experience and skills 
become outdated and unmarketable.


Groups
Groups are another important component of social 
structure. To sociologists, a social group consists of 
two or more people who interact frequently and 
share a common identity and a feeling of inter-
dependence. Throughout our lives, most of us par-
ticipate in groups, from our families and childhood 
friends, to our college classes, to our work and com-
munity organizations, and even to society.


Primary and secondary groups are the two basic 
types of social groups. A primary group is a small, 
less specialized group in which members engage in 
face-to-face, emotion-based interactions over an 
extended period of time. Primary groups include 
our family, close friends, and school- or work-
related peer groups. By contrast, a secondary group 
is a larger, more specialized group in which mem-
bers engage in more-impersonal, goal-oriented 


Role Expectation: a group’s or society’s 
definition of the way a specific role 
ought to be played.


Role Performance: how a person 
actually plays a role.


Role Conflict: occurs when incompatible 
demands are placed on a person by two 
or more statuses held at the same time.


Role Strain: occurs when incompatible 
demands are built into a single status 
that a person holds.


Oh, yes, Professor
Bright. I know the 
answer, which is . . .


Do I need to know
that concept in order 
to pass this course?


I appreciate you letting me have 
Thursday off from work so I can 
study for my sociology exam!


Being a student is a lot 
more stressful than I 
thought it would be!


 ● FIGURE 5.3 ROLE 
EXPECTATION, PERFORMANCE, 
CONFLICT, AND STRAIN
When playing the role of “student,” 
do you sometimes personally 
encounter these concepts?
© Cengage Learning


 ● Los Angeles Times columnist Steve Lopez met a homeless 
man, Nathaniel Ayers (above), and learned that he had 
been a promising musician studying at the Juilliard 
School who had dropped out because of his struggle with 
mental illness. In his book The Soloist, Lopez chronicles 
the relationship that he developed with Ayers and how he 
eventually helped get Ayers off the street and treated for 
his schizophrenia. This story is an example of role exit, and 
you can see it in the movie version of The Soloist.
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relationships for a limited period of time. Schools, 
churches, and corporations are examples of second-
ary groups. In secondary groups, people have few, if 
any, emotional ties to one another. Instead, they come 
together for some specific,  practical purpose, such as 
getting a degree or a  paycheck. Secondary groups 
are more specialized than primary ones; individuals 
relate to one another in terms of specific roles (such 
as professor and student) and more- limited activi-
ties (such as course-related endeavors). Primary and 
secondary groups are further discussed in Chapter 6 
(“Groups and Organizations”).


Social solidarity, or cohesion, refers to a group’s 
ability to maintain itself in the face of obstacles. Social 
solidarity exists when social bonds,  attractions, or 
other forces hold members of a group in interaction 
over a period of time. For example, if a local church 
is destroyed by fire and congregation members still 
worship together in a makeshift  setting, then they 
have a high degree of social solidarity.


Many of us build social networks that involve our 
personal friends in primary groups and our acquain-
tances in secondary groups. A social network is a se-
ries of social relationships that links an individual 
to others. Social networks work differently for men 
and women, for different races/ ethnicities, and for 
members of different social classes. Traditionally, 
people of color and white women have been ex-
cluded from powerful “old-boy” social networks. At 
the middle- and upper-class levels, individuals tap 
social networks to find employment, make busi-
ness deals, and win political elections. However, 
 social networks typically do not work effectively for 
poor and homeless individuals. Snow and Anderson 
(1993) found that homeless men have fragile social 
networks that are plagued with instability. Most 
of the avenues for exiting the homeless role and 
acquiring housing are intertwined with the large-
scale, secondary groups that sociologists refer to as 
formal organizations.


A formal organization is a highly structured 
group formed for the purpose of completing cer-
tain tasks or achieving specific goals. Many of us 
spend most of our time in formal organizations 
such as colleges, corporations, or the government. 
In Chapter 6 (“Groups and Organizations”), we 
analyze the characteristics of bureaucratic organi-
zations; however, at this point we should note that 
these organizations are a very important component 
of social structure in all industrialized societies. We 
expect such organizations to educate us, solve our 
social problems (such as crime and homelessness), 
and provide us work opportunities.


Today, formal organizations such as the U.S. 
Conference of Mayors and the National Law Center 
on Homelessness and Poverty work with groups 


around the country to make people aware that home-
lessness must be viewed within the larger context of 
poverty and to educate the public on the nature and 
extent of homelessness among  various categories of 
people in the United States (see ● Figure 5.4 for sta-
tistics on homelessness).


Social Institutions
At the macrolevel of all societies, certain basic activ-
ities routinely occur—children are born and social-


ized, goods and services are produced 
and distributed, order is preserved, and 


a sense of purpose is maintained. Social institutions 
are the means by which these basic needs are met. A 
social institution is a set of organized beliefs and 
rules that establishes how a society will attempt to 
meet its basic social needs. In the past, these needs 


LO4


 ● For many years, powerful “old-boy” social networks have 
dominated capitalism. Informal discussions, such as the 
one shown here, often close major business deals.
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social group a group that consists of two or more 
people who interact frequently and share a common 
identity and a feeling of interdependence.


primary group a small, less specialized group in 
which members engage in face-to-face, emotion-
based interactions over an extended period of time.


social institution a set of organized beliefs and rules 
that establishes how a society will attempt to meet its 
basic social needs.


secondary group a larger, more specialized group 
in which members engage in more-impersonal, goal-
oriented relationships for a limited period of time.


formal organization a highly structured group 
formed for the purpose of completing certain tasks or 
achieving specific goals.
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centered around five basic social institutions: the 
family, religion, education, the economy, and the 
government or politics. Today, mass media, sports, 
science and medicine, and the military are also con-
sidered to be social institutions.


What is the difference between a group and a 
social institution? A group is composed of specific, 
identifiable people; an institution is a standardized 
way of doing something. The concept of “family” 
helps to distinguish between the two. When we talk 
about “your family” or “my family,” we are referring 
to a specific family. When we refer to the family as 
a social institution, we are talking about ideologies 
and standardized patterns of behavior that orga-
nize family life. For example, the family as a social 
institution contains certain statuses organized into 
well-defined relationships, such as husband–wife, 
parent–child, and brother–sister. Specific fami-
lies do not always conform to these ideologies and 
behavior patterns.


Functionalist Views on Social Institu-
tions Functional theorists emphasize that social 
institutions exist because they perform five essential 
tasks:
1. Replacing members. Societies and groups must 


have socially approved ways of replacing mem-
bers who move away or die.


2. Teaching new members. People who are born into 
a society or move into it must learn the group’s 
values and customs.


3. Producing, distributing, and consuming goods and 
services. All societies must provide and distribute 
goods and services for their members.


4. Preserving order. Every group or society must 
preserve order within its boundaries and protect 
itself from attack by outsiders.


5. Providing and maintaining a sense of purpose. In 
order to motivate people to cooperate with one 
another, a sense of purpose is needed.


Although this list of functional prerequisites is 
shared by all societies, the institutions in each soci-
ety perform these tasks in somewhat different ways 
depending on their specific cultural values and 
norms.


Conflict Views on Social Institutions  
Conflict theorists agree with functionalists that 
social institutions are originally organized to meet 
basic social needs. However, they do not believe 
that social institutions work for the common good 
of everyone. For example, some conflict theorists 
might point out that families may be a source of 
problems (rather than solutions) for young people. 
Some children are abused or neglected; others have 
arguments with their parents or other authority fig-
ures in the household that contribute to a decision 
to run away from home and try their luck living on 
the streets. Traumatic incidents in families may trig-
ger fear, anxiety, and dread that contribute to home-
lessness among young people. See this chapter’s 
Photo Essay.
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 ● FIGURE 5.4 WHO ARE THE HOMELESS?
Source: U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2010.
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table 5.1
Technoeconomic Bases of Society


Hunting and 
Gathering


Horticultural and 
Pastoral Agrarian Industrial Postindustrial


Change from 
Prior Society


— Use of hand tools, 
such as digging stick 
and hoe


Use of animal-
drawn plows and 
equipment


Invention of steam 
engine


Invention of com-
puter and develop-
ment of “high-tech” 
society


Economic 
Characteristics


Hunting game, 
gathering roots 
and berries


Planting crops, 
domestication of 
animals for food


Labor-intensive 
farming


Mechanized produc-
tion of goods


Information and 
service economy


Control of 
Surplus


None Men begin to con-
trol societies


Men own land or 
herds


Men own means of 
production


Corporate share-
holders and high-
tech entrepreneurs


Inheritance None Shared—patrilineal 
and matrilineal


Patrilineal Bilateral Bilateral


Control Over 
Procreation


None Increasingly by men Men—to ensure 
legitimacy of heirs


Men—but less so in 
later stages


Mixed


Women’s 
Status


Relative equality Decreasing in move 
to pastoralism


Low Low Varies by class, race, 
and age


Source: Adapted from Lorber, 1994: 140.


Societies, Technology, 
and Sociocultural Change
As we think about homeless people today, it is diffi-
cult to realize that for people in some societies, being 
without a place of residence is a way of life. Where 
people live and the mode(s) of production they use 
to generate a food supply are related to subsistence 
technology—the methods and tools that are avail-
able for acquiring the basic needs of daily life. Social 
scientists have identified five types of societies based 
on various levels of subsistence technology: hunting 
and gathering, horticultural and pastoral, agrarian, 
industrial, and postindustrial societies. These types 
of societies are said to have different technoeconomic 
bases related to the technology that is available and 
the economic structure of the society. (The features of 
the different types of societies, distinguished by tech-
noeconomic base, are summarized in ■  Table 5.1.) 
The first three of these societies—hunting and gath-
ering, horticultural and pastoral, and agrarian—are 
also referred to as preindustrial societies. According 
to social scientist Gerhard Lenski, societies change 
over time through the process of sociocultural evolu-
tion, the changes that occur as a society gains new 
technology (see Nolan and Lenski, 2010).


Hunting and Gathering Societies
From the origins of human existence (several mil-
lion years ago) until about 10,000 years ago, hunting 
and gathering societies were the only type of human 


society that existed. Hunting and gathering socie-
ties  use simple technology for hunting animals 
and gathering vegetation. The technology in these 
societies is limited to tools and weapons that are 
used for basic subsistence, including spears, bows 
and arrows, nets, traps for hunting, and digging 
sticks for plant collecting. All tools and weapons are 
made of natural materials such as stone, bone, and 
wood.


In hunting and gathering societies, the basic 
social unit is the kinship group or family. People 
do not have private households or residences as we 
think of them. Instead, they live in small groups of 
about twenty-five to forty people. Kinship ties con-
stitute the basic economic unit through which food 
is acquired and distributed. With no stable food 
supply, hunters and gatherers continually search 
for wild animals and edible plants. As a result, they 
remain on the move and seldom establish a perma-
nent settlement (Nolan and Lenski, 2010).


Hunting and gathering societies are relatively 
egalitarian. Because it is impossible to accumulate a 
surplus of food, there are few resources upon which 
individuals or groups can build a power base. Some 
specialization (division of labor) occurs, primarily 


hunting and gathering societies societies that use 
simple technology for hunting animals and gathering 
vegetation.


Copyright 2013 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s). Editorial review has 
deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.








134


Trying to Go It Alone: Runaway 
Adolescents and Teens


Photo  
  Essay


Consider the following statistics:
 ● Thirty-two percent of runaway and homeless youths 


have attempted suicide at some point in their lives.
 ● Approximately 48 percent of female youths liv-


ing on the street and 33 percent of female youths 
living in a shelter reported having been pregnant 
at least once.


 ● Fifty percent of homeless youths age sixteen or 
older reported having dropped out of school, 
having been expelled, or having been suspended.


 ● Seventy-five percent of runaways who are on the 
street for two or more weeks will become involved in 
theft, drugs, or pornography, while one out of every 
three teens on the street will be lured into prostitu-
tion within forty-eight hours of leaving home.


What happens to the socialization process when 
young people must fend for themselves to meet 
their own physical and emotional needs? How is the 
social structure of a society related to problems of 
runaway adolescents and homeless teenagers? The 
images in this essay give you a chance to look at 
the lives of runaways, from risk factors and precipi-
tating events to means of survival and resources, 
and the longer-term effects that running away or 
being thrown away has on individuals and their 
communities. This essay also provides a glimpse 
of homeless children in global perspective. As you 
look at these images, consider the short- and long-
term impact on a society of persons ages twelve 
(and sometimes younger) to eighteen attempting 
self-sufficiency.


 ▲ WHY THEY LEAVE
One out of every seven children between the ages of ten and eighteen will run away before their eighteenth 
 birthday. Included in these numbers are not just runaway but also “throwaway” children, youths who have been 
forced out of their homes by parents or guardians, or, because they have turned eighteen, forced out of a foster 
care system. Many young people run away because the family—an important social institution in societies—has 
failed them: Problems in the home include physical and sexual abuse, mental health disorders of a family member, 
substance abuse and/or addiction of a family member, and parental neglect (National Conference of State Legisla-
tures [NCSL], 2010).
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▲ LIFE ON THE STREET IS HARD
Statistics indicate that between 1.6 mil-
lion and 2.8  million young  people run 
away each year in the United States and 
that approximately 1.3 million homeless 
youths live unsupervised on the streets, 
in abandoned buildings, with friends, or 
with strangers. Young people between 
the ages of twelve and seventeen are 
more at risk of homelessness than are 
adults (NCSL, 2010).
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 ▲  CATCHING UP
Fifty percent of homeless youths age sixteen or older reported having dropped out of school, having 
been expelled, or  having been suspended. Even if school had not been a major problem, once adoles-
cents and teens, especially teens, have run away, the disruption to their education may be so significant 
that they end up dropping out of school. Catching up and moving ahead take determination—and 
many opportunities, such as one provided by this Skills, Training, Employment, Preparation Services 
(STEPS) program, where teens can study for a high school General Educational Development (GED) test.
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reflect & analyze
1. Apply functionalist, conflict, and symbolic 


interactionist perspectives to an analysis of the 
problems of runaways and other street kids. How 
does being a runaway or a throwaway affect a child’s 
ability to thrive, or simply survive, in society?


2. What might social institutions such as family, 
religion, education, and the government do to 
reduce the likelihood that at-risk children will run 
away?


3. Did you ever run away, or do you know someone 
who did? If so, do you imagine that the experience 
of running away will affect you (or the other person) 
in regard to participation in groups or commitment 
to a social institution such as a family, school, or 
religious organization in the future?


▲ GLOBAL PERSPECTIVE
These homeless children, or “street kids,” sleeping on a  traffic 
island in Dhaka, Bangladesh, are among the 25 million 
children, adolescents, and teens in developing countries in 
Asia, Africa, and the Americas who live, work, and sleep on 
the streets or in shelters such as railway stations. Whether 
orphaned by war or disease, abandoned, lost, or runaways, 
the world’s street children lack access to adequate health 
care, nutrition, and hygiene. They are also at serious risk of 
being recruited or entrapped and then transported for sexual 
 exploitation or forced labor in the underground economy 
known as human trafficking, whose victims number an 
 estimated 2.5  million at any given time.
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  SOCIETY’S SAFETY NETS
Males and females run away 
in equal numbers, although 
females are more likely to seek 
help through shelters and hot-
lines such as the National Run-
away Switchboard (NRS), where 
77 percent of the callers are 
female. The NRS handles more 
than 175,000 calls per year. NRS 
data show that the organization 
is serving more youths who are 
contemplating running away, 
instead of already having run 
away, than in the past. Children 
under age twelve are the fastest-
growing group of callers.


Ti
m


 B
oy


le
/S


ta
ff/


Ge
tty


 Im
ag


es
 N


ew
s/


Ge
tty


 Im
ag


es
 


Copyright 2013 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s). Editorial review has 
deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.








C
H


A
P


TER
 5 


| 
SO


C
IA


L STR
U


C
TU


R
E A


N
D


 IN
TER


A
C


TIO
N


 IN
 EV


ER
Y


D
A


Y
 LIFE


137


based on age and sex. Young children and older peo-
ple are expected to contribute what they can to secur-
ing the food supply, but healthy adults of both sexes 
are expected to obtain most of the food. In some 
societies, men hunt for animals, and women gather 
plants; in others, both women and men gather plants 
and hunt for wild game, with women more actively 
participating when smaller animals are nearby.


Contemporary hunting and gathering societ-
ies are located in relatively isolated geographical 
areas. However, some analysts predict that these 
groups will soon cease to exist, as food producers 
with more-dominating technologies usurp the geo-
graphic areas from which these groups have derived 
their food supply (Nolan and Lenski, 2010).


Horticultural and Pastoral Societies
The period between 13,000 and 7,000 b.c.e. marks 
the beginning of horticultural and pastoral societ-
ies. During this period, there was a gradual shift 
from collecting food to producing food, a change that 
has been attributed to three factors: (1) the deple-
tion of the supply of large game animals as a source 
of food, (2) an increase in the size of the human 
population to feed, and (3) dramatic weather and 
environmental changes that probably occurred by 
the end of the Ice Age.


Why did some societies become horticultural 
while others became pastoral? Water supply, terrain, 
and soils are three critical factors in whether hor-
ticultural activities or pastoral activities became a 
society’s primary mode of food production. Pastoral 
societies are based on technology that supports the 
domestication of large animals to provide food 


and emerged in mountainous regions and areas with 
low amounts of annual rainfall. Pastoralists—people 
in pastoral societies—typically remain nomadic as 
they seek new grazing lands and water sources for 
their animals. Horticultural societies are based on 
technology that supports the cultivation of plants 
to provide food. These societies emerged in more-
fertile areas that were better suited for growing 
plants through the use of hand tools.


The family is the basic unit in horticultural and 
pastoral societies. Because they typically do not move 
as often as hunter-gatherers or pastoralists, horticul-
turalists establish more-permanent family ties and 
create complex systems for tracing family lineage. 
Some social analysts believe that the invention of a 
hoe with a metal blade was a contributing factor to the 
less nomadic lifestyle of the horticulturalists because 
this made planting more efficient and productive. As 
a result, people become more sedentary, remaining 
settled for longer periods in the same location.


Unless there are fires, floods, droughts, or envi-
ronmental problems, herding animals and farming 
are more reliable sources of food than hunting and 
gathering. When food is no longer in short supply, 
more infants are born, and children have a greater 
likelihood of surviving. When people are no longer 
nomadic, children are viewed as an economic asset: 
They can cultivate crops, tend flocks, or care for 
younger siblings.


Division of labor increases in horticultural and pas-
toral societies. As the food supply grows, not everyone 
needs to be engaged in food production. Some pursue 
activities such as weaving cloth or carpets, crafting 
jewelry, serving as priests, or creating the tools needed 
for building the society’s structure. Horticultural and 
pastoral societies are less egalitarian than hunter-
gatherers, and the idea of property rights emerges as 
people establish more-permanent settlements. At this 
stage, families with the largest surpluses have an eco-
nomic advantage and gain prestige and power.


In contemporary horticultural societies, women 
do most of the farming while men hunt game, 
clear land, work with arts and crafts, make tools, 
participate in religious and ceremonial activities, 
and engage in war. Gender inequality is greater in 
pastoral societies because men herd the large ani-
mals and women contribute relatively little to sub-
sistence production. In some herding societies, 


 ● In contemporary hunting and gathering societies, 
women contribute to the food supply by gathering plants 
and sometimes hunting small animals. These women of 
the Kalahari in Botswana gather and share edible roots.
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pastoral societies societies based on technology 
that supports the domestication of large animals to 
provide food.


horticultural societies societies based on 
technology that supports the cultivation of plants to 
provide food.
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women’s primary value is their ability to produce 
male offspring so the family lineage is preserved and 
a sufficient number of males are available to protect 
against enemy attack.


Agrarian Societies
About five to six thousand years ago, agrarian (or 
agricultural) societies emerged, first in Meso-
potamia and Egypt and slightly later in China. 
Agrarian societies use the technology of large-
scale farming, including animal-drawn or energy-
powered plows and equipment, to produce their 
food supply. Farming made it possible for people 
to spend their entire lives in the same location, and 
food surpluses made it possible for people to live 
in cities, where they were not directly involved in 
food production. The use of animals to pull plows 
made it possible for people to generate a large sur-
plus of food. The land can be used more or less con-
tinuously because the plow turns the topsoil, thus 
returning more nutrients to the soil. In some cases 
farmers reap several harvests each year from the 
same plot of land.


In agrarian societies, social inequality is the high-
est of all preindustrial societies in terms of both class 
and gender. The two major classes are the landlords 
and the peasants. The landlords own the fields and 
the harvests produced by the peasants. Inheritance 
becomes important as families of wealthy landlords 
own the same land for generations. By contrast, the 
landless peasants enter into an agreement with the 
landowners to live on and cultivate a parcel of land 
in exchange for part of the harvest or other eco-
nomic incentives. Over time, the landlords grow 
increasingly wealthy and powerful as they extract 
labor, rent, and taxation from the landless workers. 
Politics is based on a feudal system controlled by a 
political–economic elite made up of the ruler, his 
royal family, and members of the landowning class. 
Peasants have no political power and may be sup-
pressed through the use of force or military power.


Gender-based inequality grows dramatically in 
agrarian societies. Men gain control over both the 
disposition of the food surplus and the kinship sys-
tem. Because agrarian tasks require more labor and 
greater physical strength than horticultural ones, 
men become more involved in food production. 
Women may be excluded from these tasks because 
they are seen as too weak for the work or because it 
is believed that their child-care responsibilities are 
incompatible with the full-time labor that the tasks 
require. Today, gender inequality continues in agrar-
ian societies; the division of labor between women 
and men is very distinct in areas such as parts of the 
Middle East. Here, women’s work takes place in the 
private sphere (inside the home), and men’s work 


occurs in the public sphere, providing men with 
more recognition and greater formal status.


Industrial Societies
Industrial societies are based on technology that 
mechanizes production. Originating in England 
during the Industrial Revolution, this mode of pro-
duction dramatically transformed predominantly 
rural and agrarian societies into urban and indus-
trial societies. Chapter 1 describes how the revolu-
tion first began in Britain and then spread to other 
countries, including the United States.


Industrialism involves the application of scien-
tific knowledge to the technology of production, 
thus making it possible for machines to do the work 
previously done by people or animals. New tech-
nologies, such as the invention of the steam engine 
and fuel-powered machinery, stimulated many 
changes. Previously, machines were run by natural 
power sources (such as wind or water mills) or har-
nessed power (either human or animal power). The 
steam engine made it possible to produce goods by 
machines powered by fuels rather than undepend-
able natural sources or physical labor.


As inventions and discoveries build upon one 
another, the rate of social and technological change 
increases. For example, the invention of the steam 
engine brought about new types of transportation, 
including trains and steamships. Inventions such as 
electric lights made it possible for people to work 
around the clock without regard to whether it was 
daylight or dark outside. Industrialism changes the 
nature of subsistence production. In countries such 
as the United States, large-scale agribusinesses have 
practically replaced small, family-owned farms and 
ranches. However, large-scale agriculture has pro-
duced many environmental problems while provid-
ing solutions to the problem of food supply.


 ● In the twenty-first century, most people around the 
globe still reside in agrarian societies that are in various 
stages of industrialization. Open-air markets such as this 
one in Bali, where people barter or buy their food from 
one another, are a common sight in agrarian societies.
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In industrial societies a large proportion of the 
population lives in or near cities. Large corpora-
tions and government bureaucracies grow in size 
and complexity. The nature of social life changes as 
people come to know one another more as statuses 
than as individuals. In fact, a person’s occupation 
becomes a key defining characteristic in industrial 
societies, whereas his or her kinship ties are most 
important in preindustrial societies.


Social institutions are transformed by indus-
trialism. The family diminishes in significance as 
the economy, education, and political institutions 
grow in size and complexity. The family is now a 
consumption unit, not a production unit. Although 
the influence of traditional religion is diminished 
in industrial societies, religion remains a powerful 
institution. Religious organizations are important 
in determining what moral issues will be brought 
to the forefront (e.g., unapproved drugs, abortion, 
and violence and sex in the media) and in trying to 
influence lawmakers to pass laws regulating people’s 
conduct. Politics in industrial societies is usually 
based on a democratic form of government. As 
nations such as South Korea, the People’s Republic 
of China, and Mexico have become more industrial-
ized, many people in these nations have intensified 
their demands for political participation.


Although the standard of living rises in industrial 
societies, social inequality remains a pressing prob-
lem. As societies industrialize, the status of women 
tends to decline further. For example, after industri-
alization occurred in the United States, the division 
of labor between men and women in the middle and 
upper classes became much more distinct: Men were 
responsible for being “breadwinners”; women were 
seen as “homemakers.” This gendered division of 
labor increased the economic and political subordi-
nation of women. In short, industrial societies have 
brought about some of the greatest innovations in 
all of human history, but they have also maintained 
and perpetuated some of the greatest problems.


Postindustrial Societies
A postindustrial society is one in which technol-
ogy supports a service- and information-based 
economy. As discussed in Chapter 1, postmodern 
(or “postindustrial”) societies are characterized by 
an information explosion and an economy in which 
large numbers of people either provide or apply 
information (IT specialists, for example) or are 
employed in service jobs (such as fast-food serv-
ers or health care workers). For example, banking, 
law, and the travel industry are characteristic forms 
of employment in postindustrial societies, whereas 
producing steel or automobiles is representative of 
employment in industrial societies. In fact, some 


analysts refer to postindustrial societies as “service 
economies” because many workers provide services 
for others. However, most of the new service occu-
pations pay relatively low wages and offer limited 
opportunities for advancement.


Postindustrial societies produce knowledge that 
becomes a commodity. This knowledge can be 
leased or sold to others, or it can be used to generate 
goods, services, or more knowledge. In the previ-
ous types of societies we have examined, machin-
ery or raw materials are crucial to how the economy 
operates. In postindustrial societies, the economy is 
based on involvement with people and communica-
tions technologies such as the mass media, comput-
ers, and the Web. For example, data from the U.S. 
Department of Commerce indicate that 71 percent 
of homes in the United States have Internet access 
either through dial-up or broadband service (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2011b). However, this still leaves 
slightly less than 30 percent of households without 
Internet access (see “Census Profiles: Computer and 
Internet Access in U.S. Households”).


Previous forms of production, including agri-
culture and manufacturing, do not disappear in 
postindustrial societies. Instead, they become more 
efficient through computerization and other tech-
nological innovations. Work that relies on manual 
labor is often shifted to less technologically advanced 
societies, where workers are paid low wages to pro-
duce profits for corporations based in industrial and 
postindustrial societies.


 ● In postindustrial economies, the focus is often on service-
and information-based jobs.
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agrarian societies societies that use the technology 
of large-scale farming, including animal-drawn or 
energy-powered plows and equipment, to produce 
their food supply.


industrial societies societies based on technology 
that mechanizes production.


postindustrial societies societies in which technology 
supports a service- and information-based economy.
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Knowledge is viewed as the basic source of inno-
vation and policy formulation in postindustrial 
societies. As a result, formal education and other 
sources of information become crucial to the success 
of individuals and organizations. Scientific research 
becomes institutionalized, and newer industries—
such as computer manufacturing and software 
development—come into existence that would not 
have been possible without the new knowledge and 
technological strategies.


Sociological Perspectives 
on Stability and Change 
in Society
Changes in social structure have a dramatic impact 
on individuals, groups, and societies. Social arrange-
ments in contemporary societies have grown more 
complex with the introduction of new technology, 


changes in values and norms, and the 
rapidly shrinking “global village.” How 


do societies maintain some degree of social solidar-
ity in the face of such changes? Sociologists Emile 
Durkheim and Ferdinand Tönnies developed typol-
ogies to explain the processes of stability and change 
in the social structure of societies. A typology is a 
classification scheme containing two or more mutu-
ally exclusive categories that are used to compare 
different kinds of behavior or types of societies.


Durkheim: Mechanical 
and Organic Solidarity
Emile Durkheim (1933/1893) was concerned with 
the question “How do societies manage to hold 
together?” According to Durkheim, social solidar-
ity derives from a society’s social structure, which, 
in turn, is based on the society’s division of labor. 
Division of labor refers to how the various tasks of 
a society are divided up and performed. People in 
diverse societies (or in the same society at different 
points in time) divide their tasks somewhat differ-
ently, based on their own history, physical environ-
ment, and level of technological development. 
Durkheim claimed that preindustrial societies are 
held together by strong traditions and by the mem-
bers’ shared moral beliefs and values. As societies 
industrialized and developed more-specialized eco-
nomic activities, social solidarity came to be rooted 
in the members’ shared dependence on one another.


To explain social change, Durkheim  categorized 
societies as having either mechanical or organic sol-
idarity. Mechanical solidarity refers to the social 
cohesion of preindustrial societies, in which 
there is minimal division of labor and people 
feel united by shared values and common social 
bonds. Durkheim used the term mechanical soli-
darity because he believed that people in such pre-
industrial societies feel a more or less automatic 
sense of belonging. Social cohesion comes from the 
similarity of individuals who feel connected because 
they engage in the same kind of work and have simi-
lar education, religious beliefs, and lifestyles. Social 
interaction is characterized by face-to-face, inti-
mate, primary-group relationships. Because every-
one is engaged in similar work, little specialization 
is found in the division of labor. In societies of this 


LO5


Computer and Internet 
Access in U.S. Households


The U.S. Census Bureau and other agencies such as the 
U.S. Department of Commerce collect data on infor-
mation such as the use of computers and the level 
of Internet access in U.S. households. Since 1984, the 
first year in which the Census Bureau collected data on 
computer ownership and use, there has been a vast 
increase in the percentage of households with com-
puters. However, the Census Bureau has discontinued 
collecting data on computer ownership because so 
many households own multiple computers or families 
use portable devices (such as smartphones, iPads, or 
other tablets) that provide Internet access to service 
subscribers.


census
Profiles
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the Home: 1984 to 2010
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Percentage of households with Internet access


Note: Data on Internet access were not collected before 1997.


Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2011b.
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kind, the focus is on the group, not the individual, 
and social interaction is much more personal.


Organic solidarity refers to the social cohesion 
found in industrial (and perhaps  postindustrial) 
societies, in which people perform very special-
ized tasks and feel united by their mutual depen-
dence. Durkheim chose the term organic solidarity 
because he believed that individuals in industrial 
societies come to rely on one another in much the 
same way that the organs of the human body func-
tion interdependently. Social interaction is less per-
sonal, more status oriented, and more focused on 
specific goals and objectives. People no longer rely 
on morality or shared values for social solidarity; 
instead, they are bound together by interdepen-
dence and practical considerations.


Tönnies: Gemeinschaft 
and Gesellschaft
German sociologist Ferdinand Tönnies (1855–
1936) used the terms Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft 
to characterize the degree of social solidarity and 
social control found in societies. He was especially 
concerned about what happens to social solidarity 
in a society when a “loss of community” occurs.


The Gemeinschaft (guh-MINE-shoft) is a tra-
ditional society in which social relationships are 
based on personal bonds of friendship and kin-
ship and on intergenerational stability. Tönnies 
(1963/1887) used the German term Gemeinschaft 
because it means “commune” or “community”; social 
solidarity and social control are maintained by the 
community. In this kind of society, relationships are 
based on ascribed (from birth) status rather than 
achieved (acquired) status. For example, the child of 
a farmer is likely to become, and remain, a farmer as 
well. In the Gemeinschaft, people have a commitment 
to the entire group and feel a sense of togetherness: 
They tend to focus more on the needs and inter-
ests of the group rather than their own self-interest. 
Members have a strong sense of belonging, but they 


also have very limited privacy. External social con-
trol is seldom needed because control is maintained 
through informal means such as persuasion or gossip.


By contrast, the Gesellschaft (guh-ZELL-shoft) 
is a large, urban society in which social bonds are 
based on impersonal and specialized relation-
ships, with little long-term commitment to the 
group or consensus on values. Tönnies (1963/1887) 
selected the German term Gesellschaft because it 
means “association”; relationships are based on 
achieved statuses, and interactions among people are 
both rational and calculated. For example, achieved 
status might be based on education level or the kind 
of work that people do rather than the family into 
which they were born. In such societies, most people 
are “strangers” who perceive that they have very little 
in common with most other people. Consequently, 
self-interest dominates, and little consensus exists 
regarding values. ■ Table 5.2 compares the charac-
teristics of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft societies.


table 5.2
Comparing Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft Societies


Gemeinschaft Gesellschaft


Characterized by rural life Characterized by urban life


Sense of community based on similarity Lack of feeling of community


Intimate, face-to-face social interactions Impersonal and task-oriented relationships


Primary focus on personal relationships Primary focus on tasks or goals to be accomplished


Social control on an informal basis Formal social control


Ascribed statuses most important Achieved statuses most important


Limited social change Social change more prevalent


mechanical solidarity Emile Durkheim’s term for 
the social cohesion of preindustrial societies, in which 
there is minimal division of labor and people feel 
united by shared values and common social bonds.


division of labor how the various tasks of a 
society are divided up and performed.


organic solidarity Emile Durkheim’s term for the 
social cohesion found in industrial (and perhaps 
postindustrial) societies, in which people perform 
very specialized tasks and feel united by their mutual 
dependence.


Gemeinschaft (guh-MINE-shoft) a traditional 
society in which social relationships are based on 
personal bonds of friendship and kinship and on 
intergenerational stability.


Gesellschaft (guh-ZELL-shoft) a large, urban society 
in which social bonds are based on impersonal 
and specialized relationships, with little long-term 
commitment to the group or consensus on values.


Source: © Cengage Learning 2015
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I had a bit of a disturbing experience yesterday as I was 
running errands downtown. . . . When I reached the corner 
of Queen and Bay [in Toronto, Canada], I saw some police 
 officers and city workers “taking action on sidewalk clear-
ance.” They were clearing a homeless person’s worldly belong-
ings off the sidewalk. Using shovels. And a pickup truck. . . .


I think what I saw yesterday is unacceptable. Sure, the situ-
ation is complicated. Yes, there are a lot of stakeholders and 
stories to appreciate. But it’s unfairness I want to see  shoveled 
out of public space. Not people. Not blankets. Not kindness. 
And I hope I’m not alone. (Sandals, 2007)


“Public space protection” has become an issue in many 
cities, both in the United States and elsewhere. Record num-
bers of homeless individuals and families seek refuge on the 
streets and in public parks because they have nowhere else to 
go. However, this seemingly individualistic problem is actually 
linked to larger social concerns, including long-term unemploy-
ment, lack of education and affordable housing, and cutbacks in 
government and social service budgets. The problem of home-
lessness also raises significant social policy issues, including the 


extent to which cities can make it illegal for people to remain for 
extended periods of time in public spaces.


Should homeless people be allowed to sleep on sidewalks, 
in parks, and in other public areas? This issue has been the 
source of controversy. As cities have sought to improve their 
downtown areas and public spaces, they have taken measures 
to enforce city ordinances controlling loitering (standing 
around or sleeping in public spaces), “aggressive panhan-
dling,” and disorderly conduct. Advocates for the homeless 
and civil liberties groups have filed lawsuits claiming that the 
rights of the homeless are being violated by the enforcement 
of these laws. The lawsuits assert that the homeless have a 
right to sleep in parks because no affordable housing is avail-
able for them. Advocates also argue that panhandling is a 
legitimate means of livelihood for some of the homeless and 
is protected speech under the First Amendment. In addition, 
they accuse public and law enforcement officials of seeking to 
punish the homeless on the basis of their “status,” a cruel and 
unusual punishment prohibited by the Eighth Amendment.


The “homeless problem” is not a new one for city govern-
ments. Of the limited public funding that is designated for the 
homeless, most has been spent on shelters that are frequently 
overcrowded and otherwise inadequate. Officials in some cit-
ies have given homeless people a one-way ticket to another 
city. Still others have routinely run them out of public spaces 
or tried to relocate them to marginalized areas of the city.


What responsibility does society have for the homeless? 
Are laws restricting the hours that public areas or parks are 
open to the public unfair to homeless persons? These ques-
tions highlight pressing social policy concerns because 
affordable housing and job opportunities are not available 
for many people, which often leaves homeless persons with 
nowhere to go.


reflect & analyze
What responsibility do communities have to the homeless? 
Is it possible to maintain public safety and not criminalize 
homelessness? What do you think should be done?


Sources: Based on National Coalition for the Homeless, 2012.


Homeless Rights Versus Public Space


and Social PolicySociology


Social Structure and Homelessness
In Gesellschaft societies such as the United States, a 
prevailing value is that people should be able to take 
care of themselves. Consequently, some politicians 
and everyday people argue that social agencies and 
institutions have little or no responsibility to assist 
homeless persons. Others believe that the social 
structure of societies should provide a safety net 
for everyone regardless of their economic status.  


Clearly, there is no simple answer to questions 
about what should be done to help homeless per-
sons. Nor, as discussed in “Sociology and Social 
Policy,” is there any consensus on what rights the 
homeless have to occupy public spaces such as 
parks and city sidewalks. The answers we derive 
as a society and as individuals are often based on 
our social construction of the reality of life for 
the homeless.


142


 ● Sidewalk clearance and public space protection are 
controversial topics in cities where law enforcement 
officials have been instructed to remove homeless 
individuals and their possessions from public spaces. What 
are the central issues in this social policy debate? Why 
should this problem be of concern to each of us?
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Social Interaction: The 
Microlevel Perspective
So far in this chapter, we have focused on society 
and social structure from a macrolevel perspective, 
seeing how the structure of society affects the sta-
tuses we occupy, the roles we play, and the groups 
and organizations to which we belong. Functionalist 


and conflict perspectives provide a mac-
rosociological overview because they 


concentrate on large-scale events and broad social 
features. By contrast, the symbolic interactionist 
perspective takes a microsociological approach, 
asking how social institutions affect our daily lives.


Social Interaction and Meaning
When you are with other people, do you often won-
der what they think of you? If so, you are not alone! 
Because most of us are concerned about the mean-
ings that others ascribe to our behavior, we try to 
interpret their words and actions so that we can plan 
how we will react toward them (Blumer, 1969). We 
know that others have expectations of us. We also 
have certain expectations about them. For example, 
if we enter an elevator that has only one other per-
son in it, we do not expect that individual to con-
front us and stare into our eyes. As a matter of fact, 
we would be quite upset if the person did so.


Social interaction within a given society has 
certain shared meanings across situations. For 
instance, our reaction would be the same regard-
less of which elevator we rode in which building. 
Sociologist Erving Goffman (1961b) described 
these shared meanings in his observation about 
two pedestrians approaching each other on a public 
sidewalk. He noted that each will tend to look at the 
other just long enough to acknowledge the other’s 
presence. By the time they are about eight feet away 
from each other, both individuals will tend to look 
downward. Goffman referred to this behavior as 
civil  inattention—the ways in which an individual 
shows an awareness that another is present without 
making this person the object of particular atten-
tion. The fact that people engage in civil inattention 
demonstrates that interaction does have a pattern, 
or interaction order, which regulates the form and 
processes (but not the content) of social interaction.


Does everyone interpret social interaction ritu-
als in the same way? No. Race/ethnicity, gender, and 
social class play a part in the meanings we give to our 
interactions with others, including chance encoun-
ters on elevators or the street. Our perceptions 
about the meaning of a situation vary widely based 
on the statuses we occupy and our unique personal 
experiences. For example, sociologist Carol Brooks 
Gardner (1989) found that women frequently do 


not perceive street encounters to be “routine” ritu-
als. They fear for their personal safety and try to 
avoid comments and propositions that are sexual 
in nature. African Americans may also feel uncom-
fortable in street encounters. A middle-class African 
American college student described his experiences 
walking home at night from a campus job:


So, even if you wanted to, it’s difficult just to live 
a life where you don’t come into conflict with 
 others. . . . Every day that you live as a black 
person you’re reminded how you’re perceived 
in society. You walk the streets at night; white 
people cross the streets. I’ve seen white couples 
and individuals dart in front of cars to not be on 
the same side of the street. Just the other day, I 
was walking down the street, and this white 
female with a child, I saw her pass a young white 
male about 20 yards ahead. When she saw me, 
she quickly dragged the child and herself across 
the busy street. . . . [When I pass,] white men 
tighten their grip on their women. I’ve seen peo-
ple turn  around and seem like they’re going to 
take blows from me. . . . So, every day you real-
ize [you’re black]. Even though you’re not doing 
anything wrong; you’re just existing. You’re just a 
person. But you’re a black person perceived in an 
unblack world. (qtd. in Feagin, 1991: 111–112)


Although this statement was made more than 
twenty years ago, some current students of 
color reading it can still relate to the experiences 
described here. As this passage indicates, social 
encounters have different meanings for men and 
women, whites and people of color, individuals 
from different social classes, and sometimes people 
from different areas of the country. Members of the 
dominant classes regard the poor, unemployed, and 
working class as less worthy of attention, frequently 
subjecting them to subtle yet systematic “atten-
tion deprivation” (Derber, 1983). The same can 
certainly be said about how members of the domi-
nant classes “interact” with the homeless. There 
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 ● How do our expectations of social interaction affect how 
we behave in a crowded bus or subway?
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are some who say that all of this has changed since 
the time that some of this research was originally 
conducted, but, unfortunately, violent incidents are 
periodically reported in the media which renew the 
concerns of people that we have a long way to go in 
protecting the safety and security of all individuals 
in our nation.


The Social Construction of Reality
If we interpret other people’s actions so subjectively, 
can we have a shared social reality? Some symbolic 
interaction theorists believe that there is very little 
shared reality beyond that which is socially cre-
ated. Symbolic interactionists refer to this as the 
social construction of reality—the process by 
which our perception of reality is largely shaped 
by the subjective meaning that we give to an expe-
rience (Berger and Luckmann, 1967). This mean-
ing strongly influences what we “see” and how we 
respond to situations.


As discussed previously, our perceptions and 
behavior are influenced by how we initially define 
situations: We act on reality as we see it. Sociologists 
describe this process as the definition of the situation, 
meaning that we analyze a social context in which 
we find ourselves, determine what is in our best 
interest, and adjust our attitudes and actions accord-
ingly. This process can result in a  self- fulfilling 
 prophecy—a false belief or prediction that pro-
duces behavior that makes the originally false 
belief come true (Merton, 1968). An example would 
be a person who has been told repeatedly that she 
or he is not a good student; eventually, this  person 
might come to believe it to be true, stop studying, 
and receive failing grades. Dominant-group mem-
bers with prestigious statuses may have the ability to 
establish how other people define “reality” (Berger 
and Luckmann, 1967: 109).


An example of the self-fulfilling prophecy is a 
study of homeless persons in the United Kingdom 
where extensive interviews were conducted with 
eight homeless individuals to learn about their 
experiences with health-related social services. 
When the study was conducted early in the twenty-
first century, approximately 400,000 were con-
sidered to be “hidden homeless” in the United 
Kingdom, or approximately more than two in 
every thousand people in that nation. According 
to the researchers, homeless people in the UK were 
trapped between the homed system—the social 
service system, which offered formal help but was 
quick to label and stigmatize them, while enforc-
ing extensive rules on them—and the homeless 
system of informal help, where other homeless 
individuals were supportive but often intensified 


their problems by offering alcohol, drugs, or other 
“solutions” that did not help their overall situation. 
The researchers concluded that a self-fulfilling 
prophecy occurs when homeless persons who have 
been labeled as “sofa surfers,” “homeless,” or similar 
terms come to view the label as central to how they 
see themselves and then decide to embed them-
selves within the homeless system, where they can 
have the support of other homeless people who also 
live without establishment-ordered rules and rou-
tine (Ogden and Avades, 2011). From the choices 
these individuals made, the self-fulfilling prophecy 
became a reality because their homeless situation 
was unchanged, and social organizations and insti-
tutions within the community were unable to meet 
their needs.


Ethnomethodology
How do we know how to interact in a given situa-
tion? What rules do we follow? Ethnomethodo-
logists are interested in the answers to these 
questions. Ethnomethodology is the study of the 
commonsense knowledge that people use to 
understand the situations in which they find 


themselves (Heritage, 1984: 4). Sociol-
ogist Harold Garfinkel (1967) initiated 


this approach and coined the term: ethno for 
 “people” or “folk” and methodology for a “system 
of methods.” Garfinkel was critical of mainstream 
sociology for not recognizing the ongoing ways 
in  which people create reality and produce their 
own world. Con sequently, ethnomethodologists 
examine existing patterns of conventional behav-
ior in order to uncover people’s background 
expectancies—that is, their shared interpretation 
of objects and events, as well as their resulting 
actions. According to ethnomethodologists, inter-
action is based on assumptions of shared expec-
tancies. For example, when you are talking with 
someone, what expectations do you have that you 
will take turns? Based on your background expec-
tancies, would you be surprised if the other per-
son talked for an hour and never gave you a chance 
to speak?


To uncover people’s background expectancies, 
ethnomethodologists frequently break “rules” or 
act  as though they do not understand some basic 
rule of social life so that they can observe other 
 people’s responses. In a series of breaching experi-
ments, Garfinkel assigned different activities to his 
students to see how breaking the unspoken rules of 
behavior created confusion.


The ethnomethodological approach contributes 
to our knowledge of social interaction by making us 
aware of subconscious social realities in our daily 
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lives. However, a number of sociologists regard 
 ethnomethodology as a frivolous approach to study-
ing human behavior because it does not examine 
the impact of macrolevel social institutions—such 
as the economy and education—on people’s expec-
tancies. Some scholars suggest that ethnomethod-
ologists fail to do what they claim to do: look at 
how social realities are created. Rather, they take 
ascribed statuses (such as race, class, gender, and 
age) as  “givens,” not as socially created realities.


Dramaturgical Analysis
How is everyday life like watching a dramatic 
presentation? Erving Goffman suggested that 
day-to-day interactions have much in common 
with being on stage or in a dramatic production. 
Dramaturgical analysis is the study of social 
interaction that compares everyday life to a the-
atrical presentation. In this presentation, there 
is a stage, actors, and an audience to observe and 
analyze the social interactions of the actors. The 
actors have a social script—a playbook that the 
actors use to guide their verbal replies and over-
all performance to achieve the desired goal of the 
conversation or fulfill the role they are playing. 
Although most of us do not have scripted conversa-
tions, we have a good idea how a social exchange 
will occur. For example, when someone asks us how 
we are doing, we expect to reply, “Fine, thanks.” If 
we take our vehicle to the drive-up order station at 
a fast-food restaurant, we expect to hear a voice say, 
“May I take your order, please?” We do not expect 
to reply, “Do you know what the high temperature 
will be today?”


Because we are familiar with most scripts in our 
daily live, we know what to expect; however, there 
is often more than one way to interpret a script, 
leading to confusion and sometimes to conflict. 
According to Goffman (1959, 1963a), members 
of our “audience” judge our performance and are 
aware that we may slip and reveal our true character. 
Consequently, most of us attempt to play our role as 
well as possible and to create and sustain favorable 
impressions. Impression management (presentation 
of self ) refers to people’s efforts to present them-
selves to others in ways that are most favorable to 
their own interests or image. For example, suppose 
that a professor has returned graded exams to your 
class. Will you discuss the exam and your grade with 
others in the class? If you are like most people, you 
probably play your student role differently depend-
ing on whom you are talking to and what grade you 
received on the exam. Your “presentation” may vary 
depending on the grade earned by the other person 
(your “audience”). In one study, students who all 


received high grades (“Ace–Ace encounters”) will-
ingly talked with one another about their grades 
and sometimes engaged in a little bragging about 
how they had “aced” the test. However, encounters 
between students who had received high grades and 
those who had received low or failing grades (“Ace–
Bomber encounters”) were uncomfortable. The 
Aces felt as if they had to minimize their own grade. 
Consequently, they tended to attribute their suc-
cess to “luck” and were quick to offer the Bombers 
words of encouragement. On the other hand, the 
Bombers believed that they had to praise the Aces 
and hide their own feelings of frustration and dis-
appointment. Students who received low or failing 
grades (“Bomber–Bomber encounters”) were more 
comfortable when they talked with one another 
because they could share their negative emotions. 
They often indulged in self-pity and relied on face-
saving excuses (such as an illness or an unfair exam) 
for their poor performances (Albas and Albas, 1988, 
2011).


In Goffman’s terminology, face-saving behavior 
refers to the strategies we use to rescue our perfor-
mance when we experience a potential or actual 
loss of face. When the Bombers made excuses for 
their low scores, they were engaged in face-saving; 
the Aces attempted to help them save face by assert-
ing that the test was unfair or that it was only a small 


social construction of reality the process by which 
our perception of reality is shaped largely by the 
subjective meaning that we give to an experience.


self-fulfilling prophecy the situation in which a false 
belief or prediction produces behavior that makes the 
originally false belief come true.


ethnomethodology the study of the commonsense 
knowledge that people use to understand the 
situations in which they find themselves.


social script a “playbook“ that “actors“ use to guide 
their verbal replies and overall performance to 
achieve the desired goal of the conversation or fulfill 
the role they are playing.


dramaturgical analysis Erving Goffman’s term for 
the study of social interaction that compares everyday 
life to a theatrical presentation.


impression management (presentation of self )  
Erving Goffman’s term for people’s efforts to present 
themselves to others in ways that are most favorable 
to their own interests or image.


face-saving behavior Erving Goffman’s term for the 
strategies we use to rescue our performance when we 
experience a potential or actual loss of face.
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part of the final grade. Why would the Aces and 
Bombers both participate in face-saving behavior? 
In most social interactions, all role players have an 
interest in keeping the “play” going so that they can 
maintain their overall definition of the situation in 
which they perform their roles.


Goffman noted that people consciously partici-
pate in studied nonobservance, a face-saving tech-
nique in which one role player ignores the flaws 
in another’s performance to avoid embarrassment 
for everyone involved. Most of us remember times 
when we have failed in our role and know that it is 
likely to happen again; thus, we may be more forgiv-
ing of the role failures of others.


Social interaction, like a theater, has a front stage 
and a back stage. The front stage is the area where 
a player performs a specific role before an audi-
ence. The back stage is the area where a player is not 
required to perform a specific role because it is out 
of view of a given audience. For example, when the 
Aces and Bombers were talking with one another at 
school, they were on the “front stage.” When they 
were in the privacy of their own residences, they 
were in “back stage” settings—they no longer had 
to perform the Ace and Bomber roles and could be 
themselves.


The need for impression management is most 
intense when role players have widely divergent or 
devalued statuses. As we have seen with the Aces 
and Bombers, the participants often play different 
roles under different circumstances and keep their 
various audiences separated from one another. If 
one audience becomes aware of other roles that 
a person plays, the impression being given at that 
time may be ruined. For example, people facing or 
experiencing homelessness are not only stigmatized 
but may also find that they lose the opportunity to 
get a job if their homelessness becomes known (see 
“Sociology Works!”). However, many homeless indi-
viduals do not passively accept the roles into which 
they are cast. For the most part, they attempt—as 
we all do—to engage in impression management in 
their everyday lives.


The dramaturgical approach helps us think about 
the roles we play and the audiences who judge our 
presentation of self; however, this perspective has 
also been criticized for focusing on appearances and 
not the underlying substance. This approach may 
not place enough emphasis on the ways in which 
our everyday interactions with other people are 
influenced by occurrences within the larger soci-
ety. For example, if some political leaders or social 
elites in a community deride homeless people by 
saying they are “lazy” or “unwilling to work,” it 
may become easier for everyday people walking 
down a  street to treat homeless individuals poorly. 
Similarly, in the 2012 presidential campaign, one 
candidate repeatedly claimed that poor children 
have no work habits or concept of earning money 
and will likely remain poor and perhaps homeless 
throughout their lives (abcnews.go.com, 2011). 
Overall, however, Goffman’s dramaturgical analy-
sis has been highly influential in the development 
of the sociology of emotions, an important area of 
contemporary theory and research.


The Sociology of Emotions
Why do we laugh, cry, or become angry? Are these 
emotional expressions biological or social in nature? 
To some extent, emotions are a biologically given 
sense (like hearing, smell, and touch), but they are 


also social in origin. We are socialized to 
feel certain emotions, and we learn how 


and when to express (or not express) those emo-
tions (Hochschild, 1983).


How do we know which emotions are appropri-
ate for a given role? Sociologist Arlie Hochschild 
(1983) suggests that we acquire a set of feeling rules 
that shapes the appropriate emotions for a given 
role or specific situation. These rules include how, 
where, when, and with whom an emotion should be 
expressed. For example, for the role of a mourner 


LO8


 ● Erving Goffman believed that people spend a great 
amount of time and effort managing the impression 
that they present. How do politicians use impression 
management as they seek to accomplish their goal of 
being elected to public office?
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at a funeral, feeling rules tell us which emotions are 
required (sadness and grief, for example), which are 
acceptable (a sense of relief that the deceased no 
longer has to suffer), and which are unacceptable 
(enjoyment of the occasion expressed by laughing 
out loud) (see Hochschild, 1983: 63–68).


Feeling rules also apply to our occupational roles. 
For example, the truck driver who handles explosive 
cargos must be able to suppress fear. Although all 
jobs place some burden on our feelings, emotional 
labor occurs only in jobs that require personal con-
tact with the public or the production of a state 
of mind (such as hope, desire, or fear) in others 
(Hochschild, 1983). With emotional labor, employ-
ees must display only certain carefully selected emo-
tions. For example, flight attendants are required to 
act friendly toward passengers, to be helpful and 


open to requests, and to maintain an “omnipresent 
smile” in order to enhance the customers’ status. 
By contrast, bill collectors are encouraged to show 
anger and make threats to customers, thereby sup-
posedly deflating the customers’ status and wearing 
down their presumed resistance to paying past-
due bills. In both jobs, the employees are expected 
to show feelings that are often not their true ones 
(Hochschild, 1983).


Social class and race are determinants in managed 
expression and emotion management. Emotional 
labor is emphasized in middle- and upper-class 
families. Because middle- and upper-class parents 
often work with people, they are more likely to 
teach their children the importance of emotional 
labor in their own careers than are working-class 
parents, who tend to work with things, not people 147


Goffman’s Stigmatization Theory  
and Contemporary Homelessness


Sociology works!


As we have seen in this chapter, homelessness carries a 
stigma like the ones that sociologist Erving Goffman described 
in his book Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled 
Identity, which was originally published in 1963. According to 
Goffman, there are two types of stigma: (1) discredited stigmas 
are obvious to other people because the source of the stigma 
is visible (such as a person with a missing nose or other physi-
cal impairment), and (2) discreditable stigmas are not obvious 
to others and are not known or perceived by them.


People who are visibly homeless are more likely to be 
stigmatized than those who make up the invisible homeless. 


When homelessness is highly visible, homeless individuals 
must manage the tension that occurs because others know 
of their problem. When homeless is not highly visible (for 
example, homeless persons who live in their cars or with rela-
tives), the central concern of these individuals is managing 
information so that others do not find out about their prob-
lem (Goffman, 1963b).


As a result of the stigma that is attached to homeless-
ness, it is difficult for homeless people to reestablish a rou-
tine in everyday life. Some individuals who are homeless try 
to “pass” by acting like they have a place to live and by dis-
associating themselves with other homeless people. Others 
respond differently to stigma and instead embrace homeless-
ness by becoming part of a subculture comprising homeless 
 individuals who provide mutual support for one another 
(Johnson, 2006).


As we look at Goffman’s ideas on stigma today, we find 
rich new opportunities for application of classical sociologi-
cal insights to our understanding of pressing social prob-
lems such as homelessness. We can also hope that political 
and social leaders will seek to provide new pathways out of 
homelessness through innovative public policy rather than 
continuing to reinforce social structures that contribute to 
long-term homelessness and stigmatization for many people.


reflect & analyze
How might you apply Goffman’s ideas about stigma to 
problems at your college or university? For example, would 
his analysis be useful in studying issues such as eating 
 disorders or alcohol abuse among college students?
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 ● Contrary to a popular myth that most homeless people 
are single drifters, an increasing number of families are now 
homeless. How might this family’s visible homelessness 
affect the degree to which they are stigmatized?
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(Hochschild, 1983). Race is also an important factor 
in emotional labor. People of color spend much of 
their life engaged in emotional labor because  racist 
attitudes and discrimination make it continually 
necessary to manage one’s feelings.


Emotional labor may produce feelings of estrange-
ment from one’s “true” self. C. Wright Mills (1956) 
suggested that when we “sell our personality” in the 
course of selling goods or services, we engage in a 
seriously self-alienating process. In other words, the 
“commercialization” of our feelings may dehumanize 
our work role performance and create alienation and 
contempt that spill over into other aspects of our life.


Hochschild (2012) also conducted research to 
demonstrate how many middle- and upper-income 
individuals outsource emotional labor in the more-
intimate aspects of their lives, such as having other 
people professionally plan their family birthday 
parties and weddings, selecting names for their chil-
dren, overseeing the daily lives of their children, and 
assuming major caregiving responsibilities for their 
elderly parents. Hochschild (2012) uses the term 
the “outsourced self ” to refer to what happens when 
individuals defer most of their emotional labor 


to others, particularly as the market continues to 
invade private life.


Nonverbal Communication
In a typical stage drama, the players not only speak 
their lines but also use nonverbal communication 
to convey information. Nonverbal communication 
is the transfer of information between persons 
without the use of words. It includes not only visual 
cues (gestures, appearances) but also vocal features 
(inflection, volume, pitch) and environmental fac-
tors (use of space, position) that affect meanings 
(Wood, 1999). Facial expressions, head movements, 
body positions, and other gestures carry as much of 
the total meaning of our communication with oth-
ers as our spoken words do (Wood, 1999).


Functions of Nonverbal Communica-
tion We obtain first impressions of others from 
various kinds of nonverbal communication, such 
as the clothing they wear and their body positions. 
Head and facial movements may provide us with 
information about other people’s emotional states, 
and others receive similar information from us. 
Through our body posture and eye contact, we sig-
nal that we do or do not wish to speak to someone. 
For example, we may look down at the sidewalk or 
off into the distance when we pass homeless persons 
who look as if they are going to ask for money.


Nonverbal communication establishes the rela-
tionship among people in terms of their respon-
siveness to and power over one another. For 
example, we show that we are responsive toward 
or like another person by maintaining eye contact 
and attentive body posture and perhaps by touch-
ing and standing close. Studies of communica-
tions in the doctor–patient relationship confirm 
that trust is vital for quality health care outcomes 
and that the best communications are established 
through actions more than words. Nonverbal com-
munication, such as good eye contact and attentive 
listening posture, show that the doctor is paying 
attention to what the patient is saying, and this 
helps to build rapport and establish the agenda of 
the professional in relation to that of the patient 
(Brown et al., 2011).


Goffman (1956) suggested that demeanor (how 
we behave or conduct ourselves) is relative to social 
power. People in positions of dominance are allowed 
a wider range of permissible actions than are their 
subordinates, who are expected to show deference. 
Deference is the symbolic means by which subordi-
nates give a required permissive response to those 
in power; it confirms the existence of inequality and 
reaffirms each person’s relationship to the other.


 ● Are there different gender-based expectations in the 
United States about the kinds of emotions that men, as 
compared with women, are supposed to show? What 
feeling rules shape the emotions of the man in this 
photo?
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Facial Expression, Eye Contact, and 
Touching Deference behavior is important in 
regard to facial expression, eye contact, and touching. 
This type of nonverbal communication is symbolic 
of our relationships with others. Who smiles? Who 
stares? Who makes and sustains eye contact? Who 
touches whom? All these questions relate to demeanor 
and deference; the key issue is the status of the person 
who is doing the smiling, staring, or touching relative 
to the status of the recipient (Goffman, 1967).


Facial expressions, especially smiles and eye 
contact, also reflect gender-based patterns of domi-
nance and subordination in society. Typically, 
women have been socialized to smile and fre-
quently do so even when they are not actually 
happy (LaFrance and Hecht, 2000). Jobs held pre-
dominantly by women (including flight attendant, 
secretary and administrative assistant, elementary 
schoolteacher, and nurse) are more closely asso-
ciated with being pleasant and smiling than are 
“men’s jobs.” By contrast, men tend to display less 
emotion through smiles or other facial expressions 
and instead seek to show that they are reserved and 
in control. Even as women have entered previously 
male-dominated professions, such as medicine, 
law, and college teaching and administration, some 
expectation that they will be more personable, more 
understanding, and more nurturing than their male 
counterparts has remained in the minds of some 
patients, clients, customers, colleagues, students, 
supervisors, and others who come into daily con-
tact with the woman professional.


Women are also more likely to sustain eye con-
tact during conversations (but not otherwise) as a 
means of showing their interest in and involvement 
with others. By contrast, men are less likely to main-
tain prolonged eye contact during conversations but 
are more likely to stare at other people (especially 
men) in order to challenge them and assert their 
own status (Hall, Carter, and Horgan, 2000).


Eye contact can be a sign of domination or 
deference. For example, in a classic participant 
observation study of domestic (household) work-
ers and their employers, the sociologist Judith 
Rollins (1985) found that household workers were 
supposed to show deference by averting their eyes 
when they talked to their employers. Deference 
also required that they present an “exaggeratedly 
subservient demeanor” by standing less erect 
and walking tentatively. This kind of behavior is 
depicted in the best-selling book and movie The 
Help. More-recent relationships of domination 
and deference in household relationships among 
immigrant workers and their affluent employers 
in the United States are discussed in the research 
of the sociologist Pierrette Hondagneu-Sotelo 


(2007). Other contemporary examples of using eye 
contact as a means to express domination and def-
erence are when a teacher or principal is correct-
ing a student and when a detainee is in a juvenile 
facility or prison.


Touching is another form of nonverbal behav-
ior that has many different shades of meaning. 
Although touching is a universal aspect of people’s 
communication with each other, it varies greatly 
by gender, age and culture. Gender and power 
differences are evident in tactile communication 
from birth: Boys are touched more roughly and 
playfully, whereas girls are handled more  gently 
and protectively. This pattern continues into 
adulthood, with women touched more frequently 
than men. Clearly, touching has a different mean-
ing to women than to men. Women may hug and 
touch others to indicate affection and emotional 
support, but men are more likely to touch others 
to give directions, assert power, and express sex-
ual interest.


Age is also a factor in touching: Different pat-
terns of touching have been identified in people 
under thirty years of age as compared with those of 
older adults. Younger men behave more possessively 
and women more submissively in regard to touch-
ing behavior. Touching behavior also involves large 
cultural differences in personal space, such as the 
handshake as a preferred means of personal greet-
ing in the United States as compared to extensive 
hugs and kisses in some other countries. Let’s look 
more closely at personal space.


Personal Space Personal space is the imme-
diate area surrounding a person that the person 
claims as private. Our personal space is contained 
within an invisible boundary surrounding our 
body, much like a snail’s shell or an invisible bubble 
or zone around a person. This space is fluctuat-
ing, and it is part of a communication style. When 
others invade our space, we may retreat, stand our 
ground, or even lash out, depending on our cultural 
background.


Anthropologist Edward Hall (1959, 1966) first 
described the concept of personal space and iden-
tified four dimensions of this space among people 
in the United States: Intimate distance (or intimate 


nonverbal communication the transfer of 
information between persons without the use of 
speech.


personal space the immediate area surrounding a 
person that the person claims as private.


Copyright 2013 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s). Editorial review has 
deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.








PA
R


T 
2 


|  
SO


C
IA


L 
G


R
O


U
P


S 
A


N
D


 S
O


C
IA


L 
C


O
N


TR
O


L


150


zone) involves a high level of intimacy between 
two persons, including touching; personal dis-
tance  (or personal zone) is the distance between 
two persons who know each other with a  relative 
intimacy, such as friends, brothers, sisters, or 
other relatives; and social distance (or social zone) 
is the more impersonal form of communication 
or business interaction that takes place among 
individuals at a social gathering or employees  
in a business environment. The fourth dimen-
sion  is public distance (or public zone), in which 
no  intimacy exists between a speaker on a plat-
form and an audience where the distance is 
greater than thirteen feet and may be as much 
as twenty-seven or more feet in a formal setting. 
Age, gender, and cultural differences are impor-
tant factors in the allocation of personal space. 
With regard to age, adults generally do not hesi-
tate to enter the personal space of a child. Women 
tend to interact at closer distances than men in 
the United States, and this appears to remain 


relatively consistent across age categories. Cross-
cultural studies have confirmed that people in the 
United States are more comfortable with larger 
zones of personal space than are individuals from 
Latin American countries. Less personal space is 
also required among South Americans, Southern 
and Eastern Europeans, and Arabs, while larger 
amounts of personal space are required among 
Asians and Northern Europeans (Beaulieu, 2004). 
● Figure 5.5 illustrates differences in social dis-
tance rules between two contrasting cultures, 
North America and Latin America, which are 
known for having different social distance rules.


In sum, all forms of nonverbal communication 
are influenced by gender, race, social class, and the 
personal contexts in which they occur. Although 
it is difficult to generalize about people’s nonver-
bal behavior, we still need to think about our own 
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international language. What message do you receive 
from the facial expression, body position, and gestures of 
each of these people? Is it possible to misinterpret these 
messages?
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nonverbal communication patterns. Recognizing 
that differences in social interaction exist is impor-
tant. Learning to understand and respect alter-
native styles of social interaction enhances our 
personal effectiveness by increasing the range of 
options we have for communicating with different 
people in diverse contexts and for varied reasons. 
(The Concept Quick Review summarizes the micro-
level approach to social interaction.)


Changing Social Structure 
and Interaction in the Future
The social structure in the United States has been 
changing rapidly in recent decades, and we can no 
longer think of our future as separate from the larger 
world of which we are a part. Currently, there are 
more possible statuses for persons to occupy and roles 
to play than at any other time in history. Although 
achieved statuses are considered very important, 
ascribed statuses still have a significant effect on 
people’s options and opportunities. National issues 
are now fused with global concerns regarding eco-
nomic crises, actual and potential war and terrorism, 
more-frequent occurrences of natural disasters, and 
other problems that affect people around the world.


Ironically, at a time when we have more ability to 
communicate than ever before, more technological 
capability, more leisure activities and types of enter-
tainment, and more quantities of material goods 
available for consumption, many people experience 
problems that are beyond their individual ability to 
resolve, such as chronic unemployment and home-
lessness (see “You Can Make a Difference” for ways 
to help). As the sociological imagination suggests, 
these individuals are dealing not only with personal 
troubles but also with public issues that affect large 
numbers of people and require solutions at societal 
or global levels. The future of our country rests on 
our collective ability to deal with major social prob-
lems at both the macrolevel and the microlevel of 
the social world.


1 foot


Social
zone


Personal
zone


Intimate
zone


North American
Latin American


4 feet12 feet


 ● FIGURE 5.5 NORTH AMERICAN AND LATIN 
AMERICAN SOCIAL DISTANCE RULES
Source: From Cultural Anthropology by Paul Hiebert. Copyright © 1983 by Baker 
Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group. Used by permission.


Social Interaction: The Microlevel Perspective
Social Interaction  
and Meaning


In a given society, forms of social interaction have shared meanings, although these may vary 
to some extent based on race/ethnicity, gender, and social class.


Social Construction  
of Reality


The process by which our perception of reality is largely shaped by the subjective meaning that 
we give to an experience.


Ethnomethodology Studying the commonsense knowledge that people use to understand the situations in which 
they find themselves makes us aware of subconscious social realities in daily life.


Dramaturgical  
Analysis


The study of social interaction that compares everyday life to a theatrical presentation. This 
approach includes impression management (people’s efforts to present themselves favorably 
to others).


Sociology of  
Emotions


We are socialized to feel certain emotions, and we learn how and when to express (or not 
express) them.


Nonverbal  
Communication


The transfer of information between persons without the use of speech, such as by facial 
expressions, head movements, and gestures.


[ concept quick review ]
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Offering a Helping Hand to Homeless People


Can Make a DifferenceYou


When you pull up at an intersection and see a person 
holding a piece of cardboard with a handwritten sign on it, 
how do you react? Many of us shy away from encounters 
such as this because we know, without actually looking, that 
the sign says something like “Homeless, please help.” In an 
attempt to avoid eye contact with the person, we suddenly 
look with newfound interest at something lying on our car 
seat, or we check our appearance in the rearview mirror, or 
we adjust the radio. In fact, we do just about whatever it takes 
to divert our attention, making eye contact with this person 
impossible until the traffic light changes and we can be on 
our way.


Does this scenario sound familiar? Many of us see home-
less individuals on street corners and elsewhere as we go 
about our daily routine. We are uncomfortable in their pres-
ence because we don’t know what we can do to help them, 


or even if we should. Frequently, we hear media reports stat-
ing that some allegedly homeless people abuse the practice 
of asking for money on the streets and that many are faking 
injury or poverty so that they can take advantage of generous 
individuals. Stereotypes such as this are commonplace, but 
they are far from the entire picture: Many homeless people 
are in need of assistance, and many of the homeless are chil-
dren, persons with disabilities, and people with other prob-
lems that make it difficult, if not impossible, for them to earn 
enough money to pay for housing.


Do all of these “big-picture” problems in our society mean 
that we have no individual responsibility to help homeless 
people? We do not necessarily have to hand money over to 
the person on the street to help individuals who are home-
less. There are other, and perhaps even better, ways in which 
we can provide help to the homeless through our small acts 
of generosity and kindness. Here are a few ways in which you 


chapter Review Q&A
Use these questions and answers to check how well 
you’ve achieved the learning objectives set out at the 
beginning of this chapter.


LO1 Why is social structure important in our interaction with others?
The stable patterns of social relationships within 
a particular society make up its social structure. 
 Social structure is a macrolevel influence because it 
shapes and determines the overall patterns in which 
social interaction occurs. Social structure  provides 
an ordered framework for society and for our 
 interactions with others. Social structure comprises 
 statuses, roles, groups, and social institutions.


LO2 What are the differences between ascribed, achieved, and master 
statuses?


A status is a specific position in a group or  society 
and is characterized by certain expectations, rights, 
and duties. Ascribed statuses, such as gender, class, 
and race/ethnicity, are acquired at birth or invol-
untarily later in life. Achieved statuses, such as 


education and occupation, are assumed voluntarily 
as a result of personal choice, merit, or direct effort. 
A master status is the most important status a person 
occupies. For some, occupation is the chief indicator 
of their status. Occupation provides important clues 
to a person’s educational level, income, and family 
background. Master statuses confer high or low lev-
els of personal worth and dignity on people.


LO3 How are role, role expectation, role performance, role conflict, 
role strain, and role exit alike or different?


A role is a set of behavioral expectations associated 
with a given status. Role expectation is a group’s 
definition of the way that a specific role ought to be 
played, whereas role performance is how a person 
actually plays the role. When role conflict  occurs, we 
may feel pulled in different directions. To deal with 
this problem, we may prioritize our roles and first 
complete the one we consider to be most  important. 
Role conflict may occur as a result of changing 
statuses and roles in society. Role strain occurs 
when incompatible demands are built into a single 
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and others at your school might help homeless individuals 
and families in your community:


Understand who the homeless are so that you can help 
dispel the stereotypes often associated with homeless 


people. Learn what causes homelessness, and remember 
that each person’s story is unique.
Buy a street newspaper sold by homeless people if you live in 
an urban area where these newspapers are sold. Homeless 
people receive a small amount for every paper they sell.
Give to organizations that aid the homeless. In addition 
to money and clothing, recyclable cans and bottles are 
 helpful because they can help pay for living expenses.
Volunteer at a shelter, soup kitchen, or battered women’s 
 shelter where you can help meet the needs of homeless 
people as well as women and children who need  assistance 
in getting away from abusive relationships.
Look for campus organizations that work with the homeless, 
or create your own and enlist friends and existing organiza-
tions (such as your service organization, sorority, or frater-
nity) to engage in community service projects.


For additional ways you can help the homeless, check with 
shelters in your area. You may also want to visit the websites 
of organizations such as the following:


Just Give
The Doe Fund
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development


 ● Volunteering for organizations like the Salvation Army, 
which provide meals for the homeless, is one way you 
can help.
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status that a person occupies. For example, married 
women might feel role strain when they have the 
majority of responsibility to work full time, manage 
household duties, and take care of the family. Role 
exit occurs when people disengage from social roles 
that have been central to their self-identity. Role exit 
is a four-stage process, ending with the creation of a 
new identity.


LO4 What are the functionalist and conflict perspectives on social 
institutions?


According to functionalist theorists, social institu-
tions perform several prerequisites of all societies: 
replace members; teach new members; produce, dis-
tribute, and consume goods and services; preserve 
order; and provide and maintain a sense of purpose. 
Conflict theorists suggest that social institutions do 
not work for the common good of all individuals: 
Institutions may enhance and uphold the power of 
some groups but exclude others, such as the homeless.


LO5 How does social change occur in preindustrial, industrial, and 
postindustrial societies?


According to Emile Durkheim, although changes in 
social structure may dramatically affect individu-
als and groups, societies manage to maintain some 


degree of stability. According to Durkheim, social 
solidarity derives from a society’s social structure, 
which, in turn, is based on the society’s division of 
labor. People in preindustrial societies are united 
by mechanical solidarity because they have shared 
values and common social bonds. As societies in-
dustrialized and developed more-specialized eco-
nomic activities, social solidarity came to be rooted 
in the members’ shared dependence on one another. 
 Industrial societies are characterized by organic 
solidarity, which refers to the cohesion that results 
when people perform specialized tasks and are 
united by mutual dependence.


LO6 What are the symbolic inter-actionist views on the social 
construction of reality and the self-fulfilling 
prophecy?


Symbolic interactionists refer to this as the social 
construction of reality—the process by which our 
perception of reality is largely shaped by the sub-
jective meaning that we give to an experience. We 
analyze a social context in which we find ourselves, 
determine what is in our best interest, and adjust 
our attitudes and actions accordingly. This process 
can result in a self-fulfilling prophecy—a false belief 
or prediction that produces behavior that makes the 
originally false belief come true.
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What are dramaturgical analysis 
and ethnomethodology?


According to Erving Goffman’s dramaturgical anal-
ysis, our daily interactions are similar to dramatic 
productions. Presentation of self refers to efforts to 
present our own self to others in ways that are most 
favorable to our interests or self-image. Ethnometh-
odology is the study of the commonsense knowl-
edge that people use to understand the situations in 
which they find themselves. Ethnomethodologists 
frequently break “rules” or act as though they do not 
understand some basic rule of social life so that they 
can observe other people’s responses.


How do the sociology of emotions 
and the study of nonverbal 


communication add to our understanding 
of human behavior?


Our emotions are not always private, and specific 
emotions may be demanded of us on certain occa-
sions. Feeling rules shape the appropriate emotions 
for a given role or specific situation. Nonverbal com-
munication is the transfer of information between 
persons without the use of words. It establishes the 
relationship among people in terms of their respon-
siveness to and power over one another.


LO7 LO8


key Terms
achieved status  125


agrarian society  138


ascribed status  125


division of labor  140


dramaturgical analysis  145


ethnomethodology  144


face-saving behavior  145


formal organization  131


Gemeinschaft  141


Gesellschaft  141


horticultural society  137


hunting and gathering society  133


impression management 
(presentation of self )  145


industrial society  138


master status  126


mechanical solidarity  140


nonverbal communication  148


organic solidarity  141


pastoral society  137


personal space  149


postindustrial society  139


primary group  130


role  127


role conflict  128


role exit  129


role expectation  127


role performance  127


role strain  129


secondary group  130


self-fulfilling prophecy  144


social construction of reality  144


social group  130


social institution  131


social interaction  122


social script  145


social structure  122


status  124


status set  125


status symbol  126


questions for Critical Thinking
1. Think of a person you know well who often irri-


tates you or whose behavior grates on your nerves 
(it could be a parent, friend, relative, or teacher, 
among others). First, list that person’s statuses 
and roles. Then analyze the person’s possible role 
expectations, role performance, role conflicts, 
and role strains. Does anything you find in your 
analysis help to explain the irritating behavior? 
How helpful are the concepts of social structure 
in analyzing individual behavior?


2. You are conducting field research on gender 
 differences in nonverbal communication styles. 
How are you going to account for variations 
among age, race, and social class?


3. When communicating with other genders, races, 
and ages, is it better to express and acknowledge 
different styles or to develop a common, uniform 
style?


MindTapTM Sociology
Online learning resources are available for this chapter in MindTap™ Sociology. MindTap™ Sociology is a highly 
personalized online learning platform of authoritative content, assignments, integrated Web apps, and embedded 
rich media offering you a tailored presentation of course curriculum. Go to CengageBrain.com to log in, register, or 
purchase access.
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Learning Objectives
Explain what constitutes a social group as 
opposed to an aggregate or a category.


Distinguish among ingroups, outgroups, and 
reference groups, and give an example of each.


Discuss how group size shapes their members’ 
communication, leadership styles, and 
pressures to conform.


Applying the concept of groupthink, describe 
how people often respond differently in a 
group context than they might if they were 
alone.


Identify the three categories of formal 
organizations and state how they differ in 
membership.


Debate the strengths and weaknesses of 
bureaucracies in contemporary nations such as 
the United States.


Define the iron law of oligarchy and apply 
the concept to a brief analysis of the U.S. 
government.


Identify alternative forms of organization that 
exist today in nations such as Japan.


LO1


LO2


LO3


LO4


LO5


LO6


LO7


LO8


6
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According to sociologists, we need groups and organizations—just as we need culture and socialization—to live and participate 
in a society. Historically, the basic premise of groups 
and organizations was that individuals engage in 
face-to-face interactions in order to be part of such 
a group; however, millions of people today commu-
nicate with others through the Internet, cell phones, 
and other forms of information technology that 
make it possible for them to “talk” with individuals 
they have never met and who may live thousands 
of miles away. A variety of networking websites, 
including Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, and Google 
Plus, now compete with or, in some cases, replace 
live, person-to-person communications. For many 
college students, Facebook has become a fun way to 
get to know other people, to join online groups with 
similar interests or activities, and to plan “real-life” 
encounters. Despite the wealth of information and 
opportunities for new social connections that such 


websites offer, many of our daily activities require 
that we participate in social groups and formal orga-
nizations where face time—time spent interacting 
with others on a face-to-face basis, rather than via 
Internet or cell phone—is necessary.


What do social groups and formal organi-
zations mean to us in an age of rapid telecom-
munications? What is the relationship between 
information and social organizations in societies 
such as ours? How can we balance the informa-
tion that we provide to other people about us with 
our own right to privacy and need for security? 
These questions are of interest to sociologists who 
seek to apply the sociological imagination to their 
studies of social groups, bureaucratic organiza-
tions, social networking, and virtual communities. 
Before we take a closer look at groups and orga-
nizations, take the “Sociology and Everyday Life” 
quiz on issues pertaining to personal privacy in 
groups and organizations.


Social Media and the Classroom
At my university, professors are divided 
about whether they should meddle [with 
students who bring smartphones, iPads, and 
computers to class]. Our students, 
some say, are 


grown-ups. It is not for us to dictate how 
they take notes or to get involved if they let 


their attention wander from class-related 
materials. But when I stand in back of our 
Wi-Fi enabled lecture halls, students are 
on Facebook and YouTube, and they are 
shopping, mostly for music. I want to engage 
my students in conversation. I don’t think 
they should use class time for any other 
purpose. One year, I raised the topic for 
general discussion and suggested using 
notebooks (the paper kind) for note tak-
ing. Some of my students claimed to be 
relieved. “Now I won’t be tempted by 
Facebook messages,” said one sopho-
more. Others were annoyed, almost 
surly. . . . I maintained my resolve, 
but the following year, I bowed to 


common practice and allowed students to 
do what they wished.
—Sherry Turkle (2011), a professor at MIT, 
describing her feelings about students’ use of digital 
technology in classrooms where professors are 
attempting to form groups and build community 
among students


 ● Although books are still an integral part of higher 
education, computers and other digital technology are 
rapidly changing the social and learning environments of 
today’s colleges and universities.
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How Much Do You Know About Privacy 
in Groups and Organizations?


Sociology and Everyday Life


True False


T F 1. A college student’s privacy is protected when using a school-owned computer as long as he or she deletes 
from the computer all e-mails or other documents he or she has worked on and thus prevents anyone else 
from examining those documents.


T F 2. Parents of students at all U.S. colleges and universities are entitled to obtain a transcript of their children’s 
college grades, regardless of the student’s age.


T F 3. If you work for a business that monitors phone calls with a pen register (an electronic device that records 
information about calls to or from a particular phone extension), your employer has the right to maintain 
and examine a list of phone numbers dialed by your extension and how long each call lasted.


T F 4. Members of a high school football team can be required to submit to periodic, unannounced drug testing.
T F 5. A company has the right to keep its employees under video surveillance anywhere at the company’s place 


of business—even in the restrooms.
T F 6. A professor can legally post students’ grades in public, using the student’s Social Security number as an 


identifier, as long as the student’s name does not appear with the number.
T F 7. Students at a church youth-group meeting who hear one member of the group confess to an illegal act 


can be required to divulge what that member said.
T F 8. If you apply for a job at a company that has more than 25 employees, your employer can require that you 


provide a history of your medical background or take a physical examination prior to offering you a job.


Answers on page 161.


Social Groups
Three strangers are standing at a street corner wait-
ing for a traffic light to change. Do they constitute 


a group? Five hundred women and men 
are first-year graduate students at a uni-


versity. Do they constitute a group? In everyday usage, 
we use the word group to mean any collection of peo-
ple. According to sociologists, however, the answer 
to these questions is no; individuals who happen to 
share a common feature or to be in the same place at 
the same time do not constitute social groups.


Groups, Aggregates, and Categories
As we saw in Chapter 5, a social group is a collec-
tion of two or more people who interact frequently 
with one another, share a sense of belonging, and 
have a feeling of interdependence. Several people 
waiting for a traffic light to change constitute an 
aggregate—a collection of people who happen to 
be in the same place at the same time but share 
little else in common. Shoppers in a department 
store and passengers on an airplane flight are also 
examples of aggregates. People in aggregates share 
a common purpose (such as purchasing items or 
arriving at their destination) but generally do not 
interact with one another, except perhaps briefly. 
The first-year graduate students, at least initially, 


constitute a category—a number of people who 
may never have met one another but share a sim-
ilar characteristic, such as education level, age, 
race, or gender. Men and women make up catego-
ries, as do Native Americans and Latinos/as, and 
victims of sexual or racial harassment. Categories 
are not social groups because the  people in them 
do not usually create a social structure or have any-
thing in common other than a particular trait.


Occasionally, people in aggregates and categories 
form social groups. For instance, people within the 
category known as “graduate students” may become 
an aggregate when they get together for an orien-
tation to graduate school. Some of them may form 
social groups as they interact with one another in 
classes and seminars, find that they have mutual 
interests and concerns, and develop a sense of belong-
ing to the group. Information technology raises new 


aggregate a collection of people who happen to be 
in the same place at the same time but share little else 
in common.


category a number of people who may never have 
met one another but share a similar characteristic, 
such as education level, age, race, or gender.


LO1
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and interesting questions about what constitutes a 
group. For example, some people question whether 
we can form a social group on the Internet (see 
“Framing ‘Community’ in the Media”).


Types of Groups
As you will recall from Chapter 5, groups have vary-
ing degrees of social solidarity and structure. This 
structure is flexible in some groups and more rigid 
in others. Some groups are small and personal; oth-
ers are large and impersonal. We more closely iden-
tify with the members of some groups than we do 
with others.


Cooley’s Primary and Secondary 
Groups Sociologist Charles H. Cooley (1963/ 
1909) used the term primary group to describe a 
small, less specialized group in which members 
engage in face-to-face, emotion-based interactions 
over an extended period of time. We have primary 
relationships with other individuals in our primary 
groups—that is, with our significant others, who fre-
quently serve as role models.


In contrast, as you will recall, a secondary group is 
a larger, more specialized group in which the mem-
bers engage in more-impersonal, goal-oriented 
relationships for a limited period of time. The size 


Can You Create a Community 
on the Internet?


Framing“Community” 
in the Media


Do you have friends you’ve never met? Many people 
believe that they can make friends and establish a community 
online. Although chat groups are one of the oldest forms of 
communication in the online community, they remain popu-
lar all around the Internet, from search engines to social net-
working sites (PerfSpot.com, 2011). With chat groups, you can 
have a real-time conversation with another person, and chat 
groups now provide people with an option to have a seem-
ingly face-to-face conversation by using a webcam. Many 
popular chat groups are dedicated to a specific topic, such 


as support groups for people with certain types of chronic 
illnesses or people who like to talk about a special interest or 
hobby.


Although chat groups are often framed as a way to make 
friends, get dates, and establish a community, as you study 
sociology, you might ask whether this form of “community” is 
actually a true community. Sociologists define a social group 
as a collection of two or more people who interact frequently 
with one another, share a sense of belonging, and have a feel-
ing of interdependence. Are we able to form social groups 
and establish communities with people whom we have never 
actually met?


Some social scientists believe that virtual communities 
established on the Internet constitute true communities 
(see Wellman, 2001). However, sociologists Robyn Bateman 
Driskell and Larry Lyon think otherwise. According to Driskell 
and Lyon, although the Internet provides us with the oppor-
tunity to share interests with others whom we have not met 
and to communicate with people we already know, the origi-
nal concept of community, which “emphasized local place, 
common ties, and social interaction that is intimate, holistic, 
and all-encompassing,” is lacking (Driskell and Lyon, 2002: 6).


Driskell and Lyon argue that virtual communities on the 
Internet do not have geographic and social boundaries, are 
limited in their scope to specific areas of interest, are psycho-
logically detached from close interpersonal ties, and have 
only limited concern for their “members” (Driskell and Lyon, 
2002). In fact, they say, if we spend many hours in social iso-
lation doing impersonal searches for information, the Inter-
net may reduce community rather than enhance it. Even so, 
Driskell and Lyon believe it is possible that the Internet will 
create a “weak community replacement” for people based on 
a virtual community of specialized ties developed by e-mail 
correspondence and chatroom discussions (Driskell and Lyon, 
2002). What do you think?


reflect & analyze
Have you had opportunities to gain new friends and build 
“community” on the Internet? What are the strengths and 
limitations of virtual communications?


 ● Chatrooms and other forms of communication on the 
Internet are extremely popular with millions of people; 
however, some sociologists question whether we can 
actually form social groups and true communities on the 
Internet. Is cyber chat that different from our face-to-face 
interactions with others?
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1. False. Deleting an e-mail or other document from a computer does not actually remove it from the computer’s memory. Until 
other files are entered that write over the space where the document was located, experts can retrieve the document 
that was deleted.


2. False. The Family Educational Right to Privacy Act, which allows parents of a student under age 18 to obtain their child’s 
grades, requires the student’s consent once he or she has attained age 18. However, that law applies only to institutions 
that receive federal educational funds.


3. True. Telephone numbers called from a company’s phone extensions can be recorded on a pen register, and this information 
can be used by the employer in evaluating the amount of time employees have spent talking with clients—or with 
other people. However, personal cell phones now provide employees with a way to talk to friends, family, and others 
without being detected by their employer.


4. True. The U.S. Supreme Court has ruled that schools may require students to submit to random drug testing as a condition 
of participating in extracurricular activities.


5. False. An employer may not engage in video surveillance of its employees in situations where they have a reasonable right of 
privacy. At least in the absence of a sign warning of such surveillance, employees have this right in company restrooms.


6. False. The Federal Educational Rights and Privacy Act states that Social Security numbers are “personally identifiable informa-
tion” that may not be released without written consent from the student. Posting grades by Social Security number 
violates this provision unless the student has consented to the number being disclosed.


7. True. Although confidential communications made privately to a minister, priest, rabbi, or other religious leader (or to an 
individual the person reasonably believes to hold such a position) generally cannot be divulged without the consent 
of the person making the communication, this does not apply when other people are present who are likely to hear 
the statement.


8. False. The Americans with Disabilities Act prohibits employers in companies with more than 25 employees from asking job 
applicants about medical information or requiring a physical examination prior to employment.


ANSWERS to the Sociology Quiz on Privacy


and Everyday Life


of a secondary group may vary. Twelve students in 
a graduate seminar may start out as a secondary 
group but eventually become a primary group as 
they get to know one another and communicate 
on a more personal basis. Formal organizations are 
secondary groups, but they also contain many pri-
mary groups within them. For example, how many 
primary groups do you think there are within the 
secondary-group setting of your college?


Sumner’s Ingroups and Outgroups All 
groups set boundaries by distinguishing between 
insiders who are members and outsiders who are 


not. Sociologist William Graham 
Sumner (1959/1906) coined the terms 


ingroup and outgroup to describe people’s feelings 
toward members of their own and other groups. An 
ingroup is a group to which a person belongs and 
with which the person feels a sense of identity. An 
outgroup is a group to which a person does not 
belong and toward which the person may feel a 
sense of competitiveness or hostility. Distinguish-
ing between our ingroups and our outgroups helps 


us establish our individual identity and self-worth. 
Likewise, groups are solidified by ingroup and out-
group distinctions; the presence of an enemy or a 
hostile group binds members more closely together 
(Coser, 1956).


Group boundaries may be formal, with clearly 
defined criteria for membership. For example, a 
country club that requires an applicant for mem-
bership to be recommended by four current mem-
bers and to pay a $50,000 initiation fee has clearly 
set requirements for its members (see “Sociology 
Works!”). Club members often develop conscious-
ness of kind—a term used by sociologists to describe 
the awareness that individuals may have when they 
believe that they share important commonalities LO2


Sociology


ingroup a group to which a person belongs and with 
which the person feels a sense of identity.


outgroup a group to which a person does not 
belong and toward which the person may feel a sense 
of competitiveness or hostility.
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with certain other people. Consciousness of kind 
is strengthened by membership in clubs ranging 
from country clubs to college sororities, fraternities, 
and other by-invitation-only college or university 
social clubs.


Most of us are aware that our ingroups are very 
important to us: They provide us with a unique 
sense of identity, but they also give us the ability to 
exclude those individuals whom we do not want in 
our inner circle of friends and acquaintances. The 
early sociologist Max Weber captured this idea in 
his description of the closed relationship—a set-
ting in which the “participation of certain persons 
is excluded, limited, or subjected to conditions” 
(Gerth and Mills, 1946: 139). However, friendship 
groups usually do not have clear guidelines for 
membership; rather, the boundaries tend to be very 
informal and vaguely defined.


Ingroup and outgroup distinctions may encour-
age social cohesion among members, but they may 
also promote classism, racism, sexism, and ageism. 
Ingroup members typically view themselves posi-
tively and members of outgroups negatively. These 
feelings of group superiority, or ethnocentrism, are 
somewhat inevitable. Some group members may 
never act on these beliefs of superiority and inferi-
ority because the larger organization of which they 
are a part actively discourages ethnocentric beliefs 
and discriminatory actions. However, other orga-
nizations may covertly foster ethnocentrism and 
negative ingroup/outgroup distinctions by deny-
ing that these beliefs exist among group members 
or by failing to take action when misconduct occurs 
that is rooted in racism, sexism, and/or ageism. An 
example is a college Greek letter organization in 
which the fraternity’s or sorority’s national lead-
ership strongly opposes theme parties with racist 
or sexist overtones sponsored on local campuses, 
but these affiliates continue to hold social gather-
ings with decorations, clothing, music, and slogans 
that ridicule subordinate-group members such as 
persons of color, older individuals, persons with 
a disability, or women who have been turned into 
sex objects. Although campus social organizations 
often promote social cohesion among members by 
making them feel like they are the “in group” and 
everyone else is in the “out group,” such beliefs 
and practices may also promote classism, racism, 
sexism, and/or ageism.


Reference Groups Ingroups provide us not 
only with a source of identity but also with a point 
of reference. A reference group is a group that 
strongly influences a person’s behavior and social 
attitudes, regardless of whether that individual is 
an actual member. When we attempt to evaluate 


our appearance, ideas, or goals, we automatically 
refer to the standards of some group. Sometimes, we 
will refer to our membership groups, such as family 
or friends. Other times, we will rely on groups to 
which we do not currently belong but that we might 
wish to join in the future, such as a social club or a 
profession.


Reference groups help explain why our behavior 
and attitudes sometimes differ from those of our 
membership groups. We may accept the values and 
norms of a group with which we identify rather than 
one to which we belong. We may also act more like 
members of a group that we want to join than mem-
bers of groups to which we already belong. In this 
case, reference groups are a source of anticipatory 
socialization. For most of us, our reference-group 
attachments change many times during our life 
course, especially when we acquire a new status in a 
formal organization.


Networks A network is a web of social rela-
tionships that links one person with other people 
and, through them, with other people they know. 
Frequently, networks connect people who share 
common interests but who otherwise might not 
identify and interact with one another. For example, 
if A is tied to B, and B is tied to C, then a network 
is more likely to be formed among individuals A, B, 
and C. Today, the term networking is widely used to 
describe the contacts that people make to find jobs 
or other opportunities; however, sociologists have 
studied social networks for many years in an effort 
to learn more about the linkages between individu-
als and their group memberships.


What are your networks? For a start, your net-
works consist of all the people linked to you by pri-
mary ties, including your relatives and close friends. 
Your networks also include your secondary ties, 
such as acquaintances, classmates, professors, and—
if you are employed—your supervisor and cowork-
ers. However, your networks actually extend far 
beyond these ties to include not only the people that 
you know but also the people that you know of—
and who know of you—through your primary and 
secondary ties. In fact, your networks potentially 
include a pool of between 500 and 2,500 acquain-
tances if you count the  connections of everyone in 
your networks (Milgram, 1967).


The Purpose of Groups: 
Multiple Perspectives
What purpose do groups serve? Why are individu-
als willing to relinquish some of their freedom to 
participate in groups? According to functional-
ists, people form groups to meet instrumental and 
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expressive needs. Instrumental, or task-oriented, 
needs cannot always be met by one person, so the 
group works cooperatively to fulfill a specific goal. 
Groups help members do jobs that are impossible 
to do alone or that would be very difficult and time-
consuming at best. For example, think of how hard 
it would be to function as a one-person football 
team or to single-handedly build a skyscraper. In 
addition to instrumental needs, groups also help 
people meet their expressive, or emotional, needs, 
especially those involving self-expression and sup-
port from family, friends, and peers.


Although not disputing that groups ideally per-
form such functions, conflict theorists suggest that 
groups also involve a series of power relationships 


whereby the needs of individual members may not 
be equally served. Symbolic interactionists focus on 
how the size of a group influences the kind of inter-
action that takes place among members. To many 
postmodernists, groups and organizations—like 
other aspects of postmodern societies—are generally 


Ingroups, Outgroups, 
and “Members Only” Clubs


Sociology Works!


In this country we have a God-given right to associate with 
whomever we please. And frankly, this includes my right to 
not associate with people I don’t want to. If I don’t want to be 
around somebody, why should I have to let them in my club? 
Let them go start their own club.


—Phil, a white, male attorney who is a member of several 
prestigious private clubs, explaining why he believes he 
has the right to establish his own ingroup through private 
club memberships (qtd. in Kendall, 2008)


A key characteristic of the city clubs and country clubs 
where Phil is a member is that each organization has for-
mal group boundaries, with people becoming members 
“by invitation only.” In other words, prospective members 


must be nominated by current members and be voted 
into the club: They cannot simply decide to join the orga-
nization. For this reason, people who are invited to join 
typically feel special (like “insiders”) because they know 
that club membership is not available to everyone. Such 
exclusive clubs also typically have signs posted on gates, 
fences, or buildings that state “Members Only.” These orga-
nizations do not welcome outsiders within their walls, and 
members are often pledged to loyalty and secrecy about 
their club’s activities.


Similarly, many college fraternities and sororities thrive 
on rituals, secrecy, and the importance of what it means to 
pledge—to have accepted a bid to join but not having yet 
been initiated into—the group of one’s choice (Robbins, 2004: 
342). For many students, joining a “members only” sorority or 
fraternity is a means of establishing an ingroup to which they 
will belong throughout their years in school.


Will such “members only” clubs remain relevant in the 
future? Recent studies on private clubs and exclusive college 
social organizations show that the sociological concepts of 
“ingroup” and “outgroup” remain highly relevant today when 
we conduct research on the processes of inclusion and exclu-
sion to learn more about how such activities affect individuals 
and groups (see Kendall, 2008).


reflect & analyze
What areas of sociological research or personal interest 
can you think of that might benefit from applying the 
ingroup/outgroup concept to your analysis? How might 
these concepts be applied to other areas of college life 
besides invitational social organizations?


reference group a group that strongly influences a 
person’s behavior and social attitudes, regardless of 
whether that individual is an actual member.


network a web of social relationships that links one 
person with other people and, through them, with 
other people they know.


 ● Sometimes, the distinction between what constitutes 
an ingroup and an outgroup is subtle. Other times, it is 
not subtle at all. Would you feel comfortable entering or 
joining this club?
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characterized by superficiality and depthlessness in 
social relationships (Jameson, 1984). One postmod-
ern thinker who focuses on this issue is the literary 
theorist Fredric Jameson, who believes that people 
experience a waning of emotion in organizations 
where fragmentation and superficiality are a way of 
life (Ritzer, 1997). For example, fast-food restaurant 
employees and customers interact in extremely super-
ficial ways that are largely scripted: The employees 
follow scripts in taking and filling customers’ orders 
(“Would you like fries and a drink with that?”), and 
the customers respond with their own “recipied” 
action. According to the sociologist George Ritzer 
(1997: 226), “[C]ustomers are mindlessly following 
what they consider tried-and-true social recipes, 
either learned or created by them previously, on how 
to deal with restaurant employees and, more gener-
ally, how to work their way through the system asso-
ciated with the fast-food  restaurant.” What examples 
can you think of that fit this description?


Group Characteristics 
and Dynamics


We will now look at certain character-
istics of groups, such as how size affects 


group dynamics.


Group Size
The size of a group is one of its most important fea-
tures. Interactions are more personal and intense in 
a small group, a collectivity small enough for all 
members to be acquainted with one another and 
to interact simultaneously.


Sociologist Georg Simmel (1950/1902–1917) 
suggested that small groups have distinctive  inter-
action patterns that do not exist in larger groups. 
According to Simmel, in a dyad—a group composed 


of two members—the active participation of both 
members is crucial to the group’s survival. If one 
member withdraws from interaction or “quits,” the 
group ceases to exist. Examples of dyads include two 
people who are best friends, married couples, and 
domestic partnerships. Dyads provide members 
with an intense bond and a sense of unity not found 
in most larger groups.


When a third person is added to a dyad, a triad, 
a group composed of three members, is formed. 
The nature of the relationship and interaction pat-
terns changes with the addition of the third person. 
In a triad, even if one member ignores another or 
declines to participate, the group can still function. 
In addition, two members may unite to create a 
coalition that can subject the third member to pres-
sure to conform. A coalition is an alliance created in 
an attempt to reach a shared objective or goal. If two 
members form a coalition, the other member may 
be seen as an outsider or intruder.


As the size of a group increases beyond three 
people, members tend to specialize in differ-
ent tasks, and everyday communication patterns 
change. For instance, in groups of more than six 
or seven people, it becomes increasingly difficult 
for everyone to take part in the same conversation; 
therefore, several conversations will probably take 


LO3


 ● How might a private country club be viewed by 
functionalists? How would conflict theorists and symbolic 
interactionists view such clubs differently?
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 ● According to the sociologist Georg Simmel, interaction 
patterns change when a third person joins a dyad—a 
group composed of two members. How might the 
conversation between these two women change when 
another person arrives to talk to them?
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place simultaneously. Members are also likely to 
take sides on issues and form a number of coali-
tions. In groups of more than ten or twelve people, 
it becomes virtually impossible for all members 
to participate in a single conversation unless one 
person serves as moderator and guides the discus-
sion. As shown in ● Figure 6.1, when the size of 
the group increases, the number of possible social 
interactions also increases.


Although large groups typically have less social 
solidarity than small ones, they may have more 
power. However, the relationship between size and 
power is more complicated than it might initially 
seem. The power relationship depends on both a 
group’s absolute size and its relative size (Simmel, 
1950/1902–1917; Merton, 1968). The absolute size 
is the number of members the group actually has; 
the relative size is the number of potential mem-
bers. For example, suppose that 300 people band 
together to “march on Washington” and demand 
enactment of a law on some issue that they feel is 
important. Although 300 people is a large number 
in some contexts, opponents of this group would 
argue that the low turnout (compared with the 
number of people in this country) demonstrates 
that most people don’t believe the issue is impor-
tant. At the same time, the power of a small group 
to demand change may be based on a “strength in 
numbers” factor if the group is seen as speaking on 
behalf of a large number of other people (who are 
also voters).


Larger groups typically have more-formalized 
leadership structures, and their leaders are expected 
to perform a variety of roles, some related to the 
internal workings of the group and others related to 
external relationships with other groups.


Group Leadership
What role do leaders play in groups? Leadership 
refers to the ability to influence what goes on in a 
group or social system. Leaders are responsible for 
directing plans and activities so that the group com-
pletes its task or fulfills its goals. Primary groups gen-
erally have informal leadership. For example, most of 
us do not elect or appoint leaders in our own fami-
lies. Various family members may assume a leader-
ship role at various times or act as leaders for specific 
tasks. In traditional families, the father or eldest 
male is usually the leader. However, in today’s more-
diverse families, leadership and power are frequently 
in question, and power relationships may be quite dif-
ferent, as discussed later in this text. By comparison, 
larger groups typically have more-formalized leader-
ship structures. For example, leadership in secondary 
groups (such as colleges, governmental agencies, and 
corporations) involves a clearly defined chain of 
command, with written responsibilities assigned to 
each position in the organizational structure.


Leadership Functions Both primary and 
secondary groups have some type of leadership or 
positions that enable certain people to be leaders, or 
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Group size: 2
Only one interaction possible


Group size: 3
Three interactions possible


Group size: 4
Six interactions possible


Group size: 5
Ten interactions possible


Group size: 6
Fifteen interactions possible


Group size: 7
Twenty-one interactions possible


 ● FIGURE 6.1 GROWTH 
OF POSSIBLE SOCIAL 
INTERACTION BASED ON 
GROUP SIZE
© Cengage Learning


small group a collectivity small enough for all 
members to be acquainted with one another and to 
interact simultaneously.


dyad a group composed of two members.


triad a group composed of three members.


leadership the ability to influence what goes on in a 
group or social system.
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at least to wield power over others. From a function-
alist perspective, if groups exist to meet the instru-
mental and expressive needs of their members, then 
leaders are responsible for helping the group meet 
those needs. Instrumental leadership is goal or 
task oriented; this type of leadership is most appro-
priate when the group’s purpose is to complete a 
task or reach a particular goal. Expressive leader-
ship provides emotional support for members; 
this type of leadership is most appropriate when 
the group is dealing with emotional issues, and har-
mony, solidarity, and high morale are needed. Both 
kinds of leadership are needed for groups to work 
effectively.


Leadership Styles Three major styles of lead-
ership exist in groups: authoritarian, democratic, 
and laissez-faire. Authoritarian leaders make all 
major group decisions and assign tasks to mem-
bers. These leaders focus on the instrumental tasks 
of the group and demand compliance from others. 
In times of crisis, such as a war or natural disaster, 
authoritarian leaders may be commended for their 
decisive actions. In other situations, however, they 
may be criticized for being dictatorial and for fos-
tering intergroup hostility. By contrast, democratic 
leaders encourage group discussion and decision 
making through consensus building. These lead-
ers may be praised for their expressive, supportive 
behavior toward group members, but they may also 
be blamed for being indecisive in times of crisis.


Laissez-faire literally means “to leave alone.” 
 Laissez-faire leaders are only minimally involved 
in decision making and encourage group mem-
bers to make their own decisions. On the one 
hand, laissez-faire leaders may be viewed positively 
by group members because they do not flaunt their 
power or position. On the other hand, a group 
that needs active leadership is not likely to find it 


with this style of leadership, which does not work 
vigorously to promote group goals.


Studies of kinds of leadership and decision-
making styles have certain inherent limitations. 
They tend to focus on leadership that is imposed 
externally on a group (such as bosses or political 
leaders) rather than leadership that arises within 
a group. Different decision-making styles may 
be more effective in one setting than another. For 
example, imagine attending a college class in which 
the professor asked the students to determine what 
should be covered in the course, what the course 
requirements should be, and how students should 
be graded. It would be a difficult and cumbersome 
way to start the semester; students might spend the 
entire term negotiating these matters and never 
actually learn anything.


Group Conformity
To what extent do groups exert a powerful influence 
on our lives? Groups have a significant amount of 
influence on our values, attitudes, and behavior. In 
order to gain and then retain our membership in 
groups, most of us are willing to exhibit a high level 
of conformity to the wishes of other group mem-
bers. Conformity is the process of maintaining 
or changing behavior to comply with the norms 
established by a society, subculture, or other 
group. We often experience powerful pressure from 
other group members to conform. In some situa-
tions, this pressure may be almost overwhelming.


Researchers have found that the pressure to con-
form may cause group members to say they see some-
thing that is contradictory to what they are actually 
seeing or to do something that they would otherwise 
be unwilling to do. Conforming to group pressure 
begins as early as preschool age (Haun and Tomasello, 
2011). As we look at two classic studies on group con-
formity (which would be impossible to conduct today 
for ethical reasons), ask yourself what you might have 
done if you had been involved in this research.


Asch’s Research Pressure to conform is espe-
cially strong in small groups in which members want 
to fit in with the group. In a series of experiments 
conducted by Solomon Asch (1955, 1956), the pres-
sure toward group conformity was so great that par-
ticipants were willing to contradict their own best 
judgment if the rest of the group disagreed with them.


One of Asch’s experiments involved groups of 
undergraduate men (seven in each group) who 
were allegedly recruited for a study of visual percep-
tion. All the men were seated in chairs. However, 
the person in the sixth chair did not know that 
he was the only actual subject; all the others were 


 ● Organizations have different leadership styles based 
on the purpose of the group. How do leadership styles in 
the military differ from those on college and university 
campuses and in office workplaces, for example?
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assisting the researcher. The participants were first 
shown a large card with a vertical line on it and 
then a second card with three vertical lines (see 
● Figure 6.2). Each of the seven  participants was 
asked to indicate which of the three lines on the 
second card was identical in length to the “stan-
dard line” on the first card.


In the first test with each group, all seven men 
selected the correct matching line. In the sec-
ond trial,  all seven still answered correctly. In the 
third trial, however, the actual subject became 
very uncomfortable when all the others selected 
the incorrect line. The subject could not under-
stand what was happening and became even more 
confused as the others continued to give incorrect 
responses on eleven out of the next fifteen trials.


Asch (1955) found that about one-third of all 
subjects chose to conform by giving the same 
(incorrect) responses as Asch’s assistants. In discuss-
ing the experiment afterward, most of the subjects 
who gave incorrect responses indicated that they 
had known the answers were wrong but decided to 
go along with the group in order to avoid ridicule or 
ostracism.


Asch concluded that the size of the group and the 
degree of social cohesion felt by participants were 
important influences on the extent to which indi-
viduals respond to group pressure. If you had been 
in the position of the subject, how would you have 
responded? Would you have continued to give the 
correct answer, or would you have been swayed by 
the others?


Milgram’s Research How willing are we 
to do something because someone in a position of 
authority has told us to do it? How far are we will-
ing to go to follow the demands of that individual? 
Stanley Milgram (1963, 1974) conducted a series of 


controversial experiments to find answers to these 
questions about people’s obedience to authority. 
Obedience is a form of compliance in which people 
follow direct orders from someone in a position 
of authority.


Milgram’s subjects were men who had responded 
to an advertisement for participants in an experi-
ment. When the first (actual) subject arrived, he 
was told that the study concerned the effects of 
punishment on learning. After the second subject 
(an assistant of Milgram’s) arrived, the two men 
were instructed to draw slips of paper from a hat 
to get their assignments as either the “teacher” or 
the “learner.” Because the drawing was rigged, the 
actual subject always became the teacher, and the 
assistant the learner. Next, the learner was strapped 
into a chair with protruding electrodes that looked 
something like an electric chair. The teacher was 
placed in an adjoining room and given a realistic-
looking but nonoperative shock generator. The 
“generator’s” control panel showed levels that went 
from “Slight shock” (15 volts) on the left, to “Intense 
shock” (255 volts) in the middle, to “Danger: severe 
shock” (375 volts), and finally “XXX” (450 volts) on 
the right.


The teacher was instructed to read aloud a pair 
of words and then repeat the first of the two words. 
At that time, the learner was supposed to respond 
with the second of the two words. If the learner 
could not provide the second word, the teacher was 
instructed to press the lever on the shock generator 
so that the learner would be punished for forget-
ting the word. Each time the learner gave an incor-
rect response, the teacher was supposed to increase 
the shock level by 15 volts. The alleged purpose of 
the shock was to determine whether punishment 
improves a person’s memory.


1 2 3
 ● FIGURE 6.2 ASCH’S 


CARDS
Although Line 2 is clearly the 
same length as the line in the 
lower card, Solomon Asch’s 
research assistants tried to 
influence “actual” participants 
by deliberately picking Line 1 
or Line 3 as the correct match. 
Many of the participants went 
along rather than risking the 
opposition of the “group.”
Source: Asch, 1955.  © Cengage Learning


instrumental leadership goal- or task-oriented 
leadership.


expressive leadership leadership that provides 
emotional support for members.


authoritarian leaders leaders who make all major 
group decisions and assign tasks to members.


democratic leaders leaders who encourage group 
discussion and decision making through consensus 
building.


laissez-faire leaders leaders who are only minimally 
involved in decision making and who encourage 
group members to make their own decisions.


conformity the process of maintaining or changing 
behavior to comply with the norms established by a 
society, subculture, or other group.
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What was the maximum level of shock that a 
“teacher” was willing to inflict on a “learner”? The 
learner had been instructed (in advance) to beat on 
the wall between him and the teacher as the experi-
ment continued, pretending that he was in intense 
pain. The teacher was told that the shocks might 
be “extremely painful” but that they would cause 
no permanent damage. At about 300 volts, when 
the learner quit responding at all to questions, the 
teacher often turned to the experimenter to see what 
he should do next. When the experimenter indi-
cated that the teacher should give increasingly pain-
ful shocks, 65  percent of the teachers administered 
shocks all the way up to the “XXX” (450-volt) level 
(see ● Figure 6.3). By this point in the process, the 
teachers were frequently sweating, stuttering, or bit-
ing on their lip. According to Milgram, the teachers 
(who were free to leave whenever they wanted to) 
continued in the experiment because they were being 
given directions by a person in a position of author-
ity (a university scientist wearing a white coat).


What can we learn from Milgram’s study? The 
study provides evidence that obedience to author-
ity may be more common than most of us would 
like to believe. None of the “teachers” challenged the 
process before they had applied 300 volts. Almost 
two-thirds went all the way to what could have been 
a deadly jolt of electricity if the shock generator 
had been real. For many years, Milgram’s findings 
were found to be consistent in a number of different 
settings and with variations in the research design 
(Miller, 1986).


This research once again raises some questions 
concerning research ethics. As was true of Asch’s 
research, Milgram’s subjects were deceived about the 
nature of the study in which they were asked to partic-
ipate. Many of them found the experiment extremely 
stressful. Such conditions cannot be ignored by 
social scientists because subjects may receive lasting 
emotional scars from this kind of research. Today, it 
would be virtually impossible to obtain permission 
to replicate this experiment in a university setting.


Groupthink
As we have seen, individuals often respond differ-
ently in a group context than they might if they were 
alone. Social psychologist Irving Janis (1972, 1989) 
examined group decision making among political 
experts and found that major blunders in U.S. his-
tory can be attributed to pressure toward group con-
formity. To describe this phenomenon, he coined 


the term groupthink—the process by 
which members of a cohesive group 


arrive at a decision that many individual members 
privately believe is unwise. Why not speak up at the 
time? Members usually want to be “team players.” 
They may not want to be the ones who undermine 
the group’s consensus or who challenge the group’s 
leaders. Consequently, members often limit or with-
hold their opinions and focus on consensus rather 
than on exploring all of the options and determin-
ing the best course of action. ● Figure 6.4 summa-
rizes the dynamics and results of groupthink.


LO4
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Strong
shock


Very
strong shock


Level of shock (as labeled on Milgram’s shock machine)


Intense
shock


Extreme
intensity
shock


Danger:
severe
shock


XXX
Volts
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No subjects refused to obey until well past “intense shock.”
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 ● FIGURE 6.3 RESULTS OF MILGRAM’S OBEDIENCE EXPERIMENT
Even Milgram was surprised by subjects’ willingness to administer what they thought were severely painful and even 
dangerous shocks to a helpless “learner.”
Source: Milgram, 1963. © Cengage Learning
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Process of Groupthink Example: Deepwater Horizon Explosion


Incomplete search for information


Incomplete examination of alternatives


Failure to examine risks
and contingencies


Poor decisions


High stress


Isolated, cohesive, homogeneous 
decision-making group


Lack of impartial leadership


Closed-mindedness


Rationalization


Squelching of dissent


“Mindguards”


Feelings of righteousness
and invulnerability


DEFECTIVE DECISION MAKING


CONSEQUENCES


PRIOR CONDITIONS


SYMPTOMS OF GROUPTHINK


In March 2010, when rig workers
informed superiors of actual leaks in
gasket on blowout preventer on rig,
no decision was made to repair the


rubber seal or to stop work. Superiors
began to hide bad news, and decisions


were made without a clear sense of
what risks were involved.


No one stopped production. The BP oil
rig exploded, killing 11 and injuring 17.
The spill was the largest of its kind in
the history of the petroleum industry.


BP, Transocean, and others were
blamed for making a series of bad
decisions based on money, time
pressures, and too many people


thinking alike.


Millions of dollars had been spent
on production of mobile offshore


drilling unit; BP was running behind
schedule and was under pressure


to complete work despite reports of
a leak in the rig’s blowout preventer.


Although rig workers reported pieces
of rubber seal coming loose, superiors
stated this happened often. Superiors


closed off debate by saying
blowout-preventer problem would be
resolved if something went wrong.
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In Janis’s model, prior conditions such 
as a highly homogeneous group with 
committed leadership can lead to 
potentially disastrous “groupthink,” 
which short-circuits careful and 
impartial deliberation. Events leading 
up to the tragic 2010 explosion of 
the BP oil rig have been cited as an 
example of this process.


 ● FIGURE 6.4 JANIS’S 
DESCRIPTION OF GROUPTHINK


Source: Mackin, 2010. © Cengage Learning


The tragic 2010 explosion of the BP Deepwater 
Horizon oil rig, owned by British Petroleum and 
located in the Gulf of Mexico, is an example of this 
process. Errors in decision making contributed to 
one of the worst oil spills and marine and wildlife 


groupthink the process by which members of 
a cohesive group arrive at a decision that many 
individual members privately believe is unwise.
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disasters in U.S. history. Eleven people were killed 
and seventeen were injured in the rig explosion, and 
it is impossible to estimate the full extent of the dam-
age done to the Gulf Coast and the fishing and tour-
ism industries because of this massive accident. Why 
is this disaster an example of groupthink? Because 
officials for BP, Transocean, and Halliburton, the 
major transnational corporations responsible for this 
error in decision making, closed off their discussions 
about safety and hid bad news from one another and 
public officials; because they began to think alike in 
their assumption about safety, namely that a blow-
out preventer would keep such a massive disaster 
from occurring; and because their companies were 
already behind schedule, had put millions of dollars 
into production, and did not want to stop to check 
out reports that a rubber safety seal was broken.


Formal Organizations 
in Global Perspective
Over the past century, the number of formal organi-
zations has increased dramatically in the United 
States and other industrialized nations. Previously, 


everyday life was centered in small, infor-
mal, primary groups, such as the family 


and the village. With the advent of industrialization 
and urbanization (as discussed in Chapter 1), peo-
ple’s lives became increasingly dominated by large, 
formal, secondary organizations. A formal organiza-
tion, you will recall, is a highly structured secondary 
group formed for the purpose of achieving specific 
goals in the most efficient manner. Formal organiza-
tions (such as corporations, schools, and government 
agencies) usually keep their basic structure for many 
years in order to meet their specific goals.


Types of Formal Organizations
We join some organizations voluntarily and oth-
ers out of necessity. Sociologist Amitai Etzioni 
(1975) classified formal organizations into three 
categories—normative, coercive, and utilitarian—
based on the nature of membership in each.


Normative Organizations We voluntarily 
join normative organizations when we want to pur-
sue some common interest or gain personal satis-
faction or prestige from being a member. Political 
parties, ecological activist groups, religious orga-
nizations, parent–teacher associations, and college 
sororities and fraternities are examples of norma-
tive, or voluntary, associations.


Class, gender, and race are important deter-
minants of a person’s participation in a normative 
association. Class (socioeconomic status based on a 


person’s education, occupation, and income) is the 
most significant predictor of whether a person will 
participate in mainstream normative organizations; 
membership costs may exclude some from joining. 
Those with higher socioeconomic status are more 
likely to be not only members but also active partici-
pants in these groups. Gender is also an important 
determinant. Historically, all-male voluntary orga-
nizations have had a higher level of prestige than 
many women’s organizations. In the twenty-first 
century, some of these patterns have changed.


Throughout history, people of all racial–ethnic 
categories have participated in voluntary organiza-
tions to bring about racial equality and social justice. 
Women have often taken leadership roles in these 
movements. African American women were actively 
involved in antislavery societies in the  nineteenth 
century and in the civil rights movement in the 
twentieth century. Similarly, Native American women 
participated in the American Indian Movement, 
a group organized to fight problems ranging from 
police brutality to housing and employment dis-
crimination. Mexican American women have held a 
wide range of leadership positions in La Raza Unida 
Party and the League of United Latin American 
Citizens, organizations oriented toward civic activi-
ties and protests against injustices.


Coercive Organizations People do not vol-
untarily become members of coercive  organizations—
associations that people are forced to join. Total 
institutions, such as boot camps, prisons, and some 
mental hospitals, are examples of coercive organiza-
tions. As discussed in Chapter 4, the assumed goal 
of total institutions is to resocialize people through 
incarceration. These environments are character-
ized by restrictive barriers (such as locks, bars, 
and security guards) that make it impossible for 
 people  to leave freely. When people leave without 
being officially dismissed, their exit is referred to as 
an “escape.”


LO5


 ● Normative organizations such as the Red Cross rely on 
volunteers to fulfil their goals.
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Utilitarian Organizations We voluntarily 
join utilitarian organizations when they can provide 
us with a material reward that we seek. To make a 
living or earn a college degree, we must participate 
in organizations that can provide us these oppor-
tunities. Although we have some choice regarding 
where we work or attend school, utilitarian orga-
nizations are not always completely voluntary. For 
example, most people must continue to work even 
if the conditions of their employment are less than 
ideal. (This chapter’s Concept Quick Review sum-
marizes the types of groups, sizes of groups, and 
types of formal organizations.)


Bureaucracies
The bureaucratic model of organization remains the 
most universal organizational form in government, 
business, education, and religion. A bureaucracy is 


an organizational model character-
ized by a hierarchy of authority, a clear 


division of labor, explicit rules and procedures, 
and impersonality in personnel matters.


Sociologist Max Weber (1968/1922) was inter-
ested in the historical trend toward bureaucra-
tization  that accelerated during the Industrial 
Revolution. To Weber, bureaucracy was the most 
“rational” and efficient means of attaining organi-
zational goals because it contributed to coordina-
tion and control. According to Weber, rationality 


is the process by which traditional methods of 
social organization, characterized by informal-
ity and spontaneity, are gradually replaced by 
efficiently administered formal rules and proce-
dures. Bureaucracy can be seen in all aspects of our 
lives, from small colleges with perhaps a thousand 
students to multinational corporations employing 
many thousands of workers worldwide.


In his study of bureaucracies, Weber relied on 
an ideal-type analysis, which he adapted from the 
field of economics. An ideal type is an abstract 
model that describes the recurring characteris-
tics of some phenomenon (such as bureaucracy). 
To develop this ideal type, Weber abstracted the 
most characteristic bureaucratic aspects of religious, 
educational, political, and business organizations. 


LO6


Characteristics of Groups and Organizations
Types of Social 
Groups


Primary group Small, less specialized group in which members engage in face-to-face, 
emotion-based interaction over an extended period of time


Secondary group Larger, more specialized group in which members engage in more-
impersonal, goal-oriented relationships for a limited period of time


Ingroup A group to which a person belongs and with which the person feels a 
sense of identity


Outgroup A group to which a person does not belong and toward which the person 
may feel a sense of competitiveness or hostility


Reference group A group that strongly influences a person’s behavior and social attitudes, 
regardless of whether the person is actually a member


Group Size Dyad A group composed of two members


Triad A group composed of three members


Formal organization A highly structured secondary group formed for the purpose of achieving 
specific goals


Types of Formal 
Organizations


Normative Organizations that we join voluntarily to pursue some common interest or 
gain personal satisfaction or prestige by joining


Coercive Associations that people are forced to join (total institutions such as boot 
camps and prisons are examples)


Utilitarian Organizations that we join voluntarily when they can provide us with a 
material reward that we seek


[ concept quick review ]


bureaucracy an organizational model characterized 
by a hierarchy of authority, a clear division of labor, 
explicit rules and procedures, and impersonality in 
personnel matters.


rationality the process by which traditional methods 
of social organization, characterized by informality 
and spontaneity, are gradually replaced by efficiently 
administered formal rules and procedures.


ideal type an abstract model that describes the 
recurring characteristics of some phenomenon.
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Weber acknowledged that no existing organization 
would exactly fit his ideal type of bureaucracy.


Ideal Characteristics of Bureaucracy  
Weber set forth several ideal-type characteristics 
of bureaucratic organizations. His model (see 
● Figure 6.5) highlights the organizational efficiency 
and productivity that bureaucracies strive for in 
these five central elements of the ideal organization:


 ● Division of labor. Bureaucratic organizations are 
characterized by specialization, and each mem-
ber has highly specialized tasks to fulfill.


 ● Hierarchy of authority. In a bureaucracy, each 
lower office is under the control and supervision 
of a higher one. Those few individuals at the top of 
the hierarchy have more power and exercise more 
control than do the many at the lower levels. Those 
who are lower in the hierarchy report to (and often 
take orders from) those above them in the organi-
zational pyramid. Persons at the upper levels are 
responsible not only for their own actions but also 
for those of the individuals they supervise.


 ● Rules and regulations. Rules and regulations estab-
lish authority within an organization. These rules 
are typically standardized and provided to mem-
bers in a written format. In theory, written rules 
and regulations offer clear-cut standards for deter-
mining satisfactory performance so that each new 
member does not have to reinvent the rules.


 ● Qualification-based employment. Bureaucra-
cies require competence and hire staff members 
and professional employees based on specific 
qualifications. Individual performance is evalu-
ated against specific standards, and promotions 
are based on merit as spelled out in personnel 
policies.


 ● Impersonality. Bureaucracies require that every-
one must play by the same rules and be treated 
the same. Personal feelings should not interfere 
with organizational decisions.


Contemporary Applications of Weber’s 
Theory How well do Weber’s theory of rational-
ity and his ideal-type characteristics of bureaucracy 


withstand the test of time? More than 100 years 
later, many organizational theorists still apply 
Weber’s perspective. For example, the sociologist 
George Ritzer used Weber’s theories to examine fast-
food restaurants such as McDonald’s. According 
to Ritzer, the process of “McDonaldization” has 
become a global phenomenon that can be seen in 
fast-food restaurants and other “speedy” or “jiffy” 
businesses (such as Sir Speedy Printing and Jiffy 
Lube). McDonaldization is the term coined by 
Ritzer to describe the process of rationalization, 
which takes a task and breaks it down into smaller 
tasks. This process is repeated until all tasks have 
been broken down into the smallest possible level. 
The resulting tasks are then rationalized to find the 
single most efficient method for completing each 
task. The result is an efficient, logical sequence of 
methods that can be completed the same way every 
time to produce the desired outcome. Ritzer (2000a) 
identifies four dimensions of formal rationality 
(McDonalidization) found in fast-food restaurants:


 ● Efficiency means the search for the best means 
to the end; the drive-through window is a good 
example of heightening the efficiency of obtain-
ing a meal.


 ● Predictability means a world of no surprises; the 
Big Mac in Los Angeles is indistinguishable from 
the one in New York; similarly, the one we con-
sume tomorrow or next year will be just like the 
one we eat today.


 ● Emphasis on quantity rather than quality. The Big 
Mac is a good example of this emphasis on quan-
tity rather than quality.


 ● Control through nonhuman technologies such as 
unskilled cooks following detailed directions and 
assembly-line methods applied to the cooking 
and serving of food.


Finally, such a formally rational system brings with 
it various irrationalities, most notably the dehu-
manization of the dining experience. For example, 
people in a McDonaldized world may become more 
enthusiastic about quickly purchasing extremely 
large portions of relatively inexpensive foods than 
with having a “slow” dining experience where people 


 ● FIGURE 6.5 CHARACTERISTICS 
AND EFFECTS OF BUREAUCRACY
The very characteristics that define 
Weber’s idealized bureaucracy can 
create or exacerbate the problems that 
many people associate with this type of 
organization. Can you apply this model 
to an organization with which you are 
familiar?
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bond over the experience of cooking and eating a 
more nutritious (not mass produced) meal with 
their friends or family. How applicable are some of 
Weber’s ideas today? While still useful, Weber’s ideal 
type largely failed to take into account the informal 
side of bureaucracy.


The Informal Side of Bureaucracy  
When we look at an organizational chart, the official, 
formal structure of a bureaucracy is readily apparent. 
In practice, however, a bureaucracy has patterns of 
activities and interactions that cannot be accounted 
for by its organizational chart. These have been 
referred to as bureaucracy’s other face (Page, 1946).


The informal side of a bureaucracy is com-
posed of those aspects of participants’ day-to-day 
activities and interactions that ignore, bypass, 
or do not correspond with the official rules and 
procedures of the bureaucracy. An example is an 
informal “grapevine” that spreads information (with 
varying degrees of accuracy) much faster than do 
official channels of communication, which tend to 
be slow and unresponsive. The informal structure 
has also been referred to as work culture because it 
includes the ideology and practices of workers on 
the job. Workers create this work culture in order 


to confront, resist, or adapt to the constraints of 
their jobs, as well as to guide and interpret social 
relations on the job. Today, computer networks and  
e-mail offer additional opportunities for workers 
to enhance or degrade their work culture. Some 
organizations have sought to control offensive com-
munications so that workers will not be exposed to 
a hostile work environment brought about by col-
leagues, but such control has raised significant pri-
vacy issues (see “Sociology and Social Policy”).


Is the informal side of bureaucracy good or bad? 
Should it be controlled or encouraged? Two schools 
of thought have emerged with regard to these ques-
tions. One approach emphasizes control of informal 
groups in order to ensure greater worker productiv-
ity. By contrast, the other school of thought asserts 
that informal groups should be nurtured because 
such networks may serve as a means of commu-
nication and cohesion among individuals. Large 
organizations would be unable to function with-
out strong informal norms and relations among 
participants.


Informal networks thrive in contemporary orga-
nizations because e-mail and the Internet have made 
it possible for people to communicate throughout 
the day without ever having to engage in face-to-face 
interaction. The need to meet at the water fountain 
or the copy machine in order to exchange informa-
tion is long gone: Workers now have an opportunity 
to tell one another—and higher-ups, as well—what 
they think.


 ● How do people use this informal “grapevine” to spread 
information? Is it faster than the organization’s official 
channels of communication? Is it more or less accurate 
than official channels?


Se
an


 J
us


tic
e/


Th
e 


Im
ag


e 
Ba


nk
/G


et
ty


 Im
ag


es


informal side of a bureaucracy those aspects of 
participants’ day-to-day activities and interactions that 
ignore, bypass, or do not correspond with the official 
rules and procedures of the bureaucracy.


 ● Colleges and universities rely a great deal on the use of 
standardized tests to evaluate students. How do such tests 
relate to Weber’s model of bureaucracy?
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Problems of Bureaucracies
The characteristics that make up Weber’s “rational” 
model of bureaucracy have a dark side that has 
frequently given this type of organization a bad 
name. Three of the major problems of bureaucra-
cies are (1) inefficiency and rigidity, (2) resistance 
to change, and (3) perpetuation of race, class, and 
gender inequalities. 


Inefficiency and Rigidity Bureaucracies 
experience inefficiency and rigidity at both the 
upper and lower levels of the organization. The 


self-protective behavior of officials at the top may 
render the organization inefficient. One type of 
self-protective behavior is the monopolization of 
information in order to maintain control over sub-
ordinates and outsiders. Information is a valuable 
commodity in organizations, and those persons in 
positions of authority guard information because 
it is a source of power for them—others cannot 
“second-guess” their decisions without access to rel-
evant (and often “confidential”) information.


When those at the top tend to use their power and 
authority to monopolize information, they also fail 


I know that when I’m at work, my time belongs to the 
company, but somehow I still feel like it’s an invasion of my 
privacy for some computer to monitor every single thing I do. 
I mean, I work for a company that makes cardboard boxes, 
not the CIA!


—a student in one of the author’s classes, expressing her 
irritation over computer surveillance at work


Do employers really have the right to monitor every-
thing that their employees do on company-owned comput-
ers? Generally speaking, the answer is yes, and the practice 
is widespread, with more than three-quarters of U.S. com-
panies monitoring employee Internet use (Petrecca, 2010). 
Employers assert not only that they have the right to engage 
in such surveillance but also that it may be necessary for them 
to do so for their own protection. Employers state that they 
own the computer network and the monitors, pay for the 
Internet service, and pay the employee to spend time on 
company business. Employers also argue that they may be 


held legally responsible for costly harassment suits from other 
individuals who may be exposed to offensive content sent on 
company computers and that surveillance is the only way to 
protect against such liability. Unchecked Internet activity can 
also expose a company’s network and systems to malware 
and other intrusions that the company otherwise might not 
encounter. As a result, many employers take the position that 
First Amendment (privacy) rights are left at the office door 
when a person agrees to work for a private employer.


What is the legal position on this issue? In most instances, 
courts have upheld monitoring by employers (see, for exam-
ple, Bourke v. Nissan, Smyth v. Pillsbury, and Shoars v. Epson). 
Yet there are valid arguments against computer surveillance, 
and invasion of a worker’s privacy is certainly one of them. 
When an employee makes a personal phone call while at 
work, the employee usually has a reasonable expectation 
of privacy—a reasonable belief that neither fellow workers 
nor his or her employer is eavesdropping on that call. If the 
employer is going to read an employee’s e-mail or track the 
person’s Internet activities, shouldn’t the employer at least 
have to make sure that its workers are aware of that policy? 
And this is exactly what most endpoint security in businesses 
now suggests: Be forthright with people, and let everyone 
know what is being tracked and why. A simple statement in 
the employee handbook and in orientation sessions that tells 
employees that everything they do on company comput-
ers, including individual keystrokes, can and will be tracked, 
lets workers know that their behavior is being monitored 
(Strohmeyer, 2011).


reflect & analyze
Are you concerned about computer privacy in your own 
life? Should businesses and colleges have the right to 
monitor our digital communications? If so, how should 
they go about this process?


In a High-Tech World, Should Employers  
Be Allowed to “Spy” on Their Workers?


and Social PolicySociology


 ● Do you think that employers should have the right to 
monitor everything that their employees do on company-
owned computers?
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to communicate with workers at the lower levels. As 
a result, they are often unaware of potential problems 
facing the organization and of high levels of worker 
frustration. Bureaucratic regulations are written in far 
greater detail than is necessary in order to ensure that 
almost all conceivable situations are covered. Goal 
displacement occurs when the rules become an end 
in themselves rather than a means to an end, and 
organizational survival becomes more important 
than achievement of goals (Merton, 1968).


Inefficiency and rigidity occur at the lower levels 
of the organization as well. Workers often engage 
in ritualism; that is, they become most concerned 
with “going through the motions” and “following 
the rules.” According to Robert Merton (1968), 
the term bureaucratic personality describes those 
workers who are more concerned with following 
correct procedures than they are with getting the 
job done correctly. Such workers are usually able 
to handle routine situations effectively but are fre-
quently incapable of handling a unique problem or 
an emergency. Thorstein Veblen (1967/1899) used 
the term trained incapacity to characterize situations 
in which workers have become so highly specialized 
or have been given such fragmented jobs to do that 
they are unable to come up with creative solutions to 
problems. Workers who have reached this point also 
tend to experience bureaucratic alienation—they 
really do not care what is happening around them.


Resistance to Change Once bureaucratic 
organizations are created, they tend to resist change. 
This resistance not only makes bureaucracies virtu-
ally impossible to eliminate but also contributes to 
bureaucratic enlargement. Because of the assumed 
relationship between size and importance, officials 
tend to press for larger budgets and more staff and 
office space. To justify growth, administrators and 
managers must come up with more tasks for work-
ers to perform.


Resistance to change may also lead to incompe-
tence. Based on organizational policy, bureaucracies 
tend to promote people from within the organization. 
As a consequence, a person who performs satisfacto-
rily in one position is promoted to a higher level in the 
organization. Eventually, people reach a level that is 
beyond their knowledge, experience, and capabilities.


Perpetuation of Race, Class, and Gen-
der Inequalities Some bureaucracies perpet-
uate inequalities of race, class, and gender because 
this form of organizational structure creates a spe-
cific type of work or learning environment. This 
structure was typically created for middle-class and 
upper-middle-class white men, who for many years 
were the predominant organizational participants.


For people of color, entry into dominant white 
bureaucratic organizations does not equal actual 
integration. Instead, many have experienced an 
internal conflict between the bureaucratic ideals of 
equal opportunity and fairness and the prevailing 
norms of discrimination and hostility that exist in 
many organizations. Research has found that people 
of color are more adversely affected than dominant-
group members by hierarchical bureaucratic struc-
tures and exclusion from informal networks.


Like racial inequality, social-class divisions may be 
perpetuated in bureaucracies. The theory of a “dual 
labor market” has been developed to explain how 
social-class distinctions are perpetuated through 
different types of employment. Middle- and upper-
middle-class employees are more likely to have careers 
characterized by higher wages, more job security, and 
opportunities for advancement. By contrast, poor and 
working-class employees work in occupations char-
acterized by low wages, lack of job security, and few 
opportunities for promotion. The “dual economy” not 
only reflects but may also perpetuate people’s current 
class position. Conflict theorists point out that persons 
in the lowest-wage and highest-potential-for-injury 


goal displacement a process that occurs in 
organizations when the rules become an end in 
themselves rather than a means to an end, and 
organizational survival becomes more important 
than achievement of goals.


bureaucratic personality a psychological construct 
that describes those workers who are more concerned 
with following correct procedures than they are with 
getting the job done correctly.


 ● According to conflict theorists, members of the capitalist 
class benefit from the work of laborers such as the people 
shown here, who are harvesting onions on a farm in the 
Texas Rio Grande Valley. How do low wages and lack of 
job security contribute to class-based inequalities in the 
United States?
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jobs, such as agricultural harvesters and other sea-
sonal laborers, are among the workers most harmed 
by the presence of a dual economy and its role in per-
petuating race-, gender-, and class-based inequalities 
in the United States and other nations.


Gender inequalities are also perpetuated in 
bureaucracies. Women in traditionally male organi-
zations may feel more visible and experience greater 
performance pressure. They may also find it harder 
to gain credibility in management positions.


Inequality in organizations has many conse-
quences. People who lack opportunities for integra-
tion and advancement tend to be pessimistic and to 
have lower self-esteem. Believing that they have few 
opportunities, they may resign themselves to staying 
put and surviving at that level. By contrast, those who 
enjoy full access to organizational opportunities tend 
to have high aspirations and high self-esteem. They 
often feel loyalty to the organization and typically see 
their job as a means for mobility and growth.


Bureaucracy and Oligarchy
Why do a small number of leaders at the top make all 
the important organizational decisions? According to 
the German political sociologistc Robert Michels 


(1949/1911), all organizations encounter 
the iron law of oligarchy—the tendency 


to become a bureaucracy ruled by the few. His cen-
tral idea was that those who control bureaucracies 
not only wield power but also have an interest in 
retaining their power. For example, formal and infor-
mal political party leaders often do not want to relin-
quish their control over the party because they are 
able to influence who runs for public office and how 
campaigns are conducted. Officials elected to 
Congress frequently choose to serve multiple terms 
in office because it provides them with the opportu-
nity to become more involved not only in service to 
their country but also in bureaucratic power. Some 
members of Congress have served more than half a 
century as elected officials (Manning, 2011).


Michels found that the hierarchical structures of 
bureaucracies and oligarchies go hand in hand. On 
the one hand, power may be concentrated in a few 
people because rank-and-file members must inevi-
tably delegate a certain amount of decision-making 
authority to their leaders. Leaders have access to 
information that other members do not have, and 
they have “clout,” which they may use to protect 
their own interests. On the other hand, oligarchy 
may result when individuals have certain outstand-
ing qualities that make it possible for them to man-
age, if not control, others. The members choose to 
look to their leaders for direction; the leaders are 
strongly motivated to maintain the power and privi-
leges that go with their leadership positions.


Are there limits to the iron law of oligarchy? The 
leaders in most organizations do not have unlim-
ited power. Divergent groups within a large-scale 
organization often compete for power, and informal 
networks can be used to “go behind the backs” of 
leaders. In addition, members routinely challenge 
leaders’ decisions, and sometimes they (or the orga-
nization’s governing board) can remove leaders 
when they are not pleased with their actions.


Alternative Forms 
of Organization


Many organizations have sought new and 
innovative ways to organize work more 


efficiently than the traditional hierarchical model.


Humanizing Bureaucracy
In the early 1980s there was a movement in the 
United States to humanize bureaucracy—to establish 
an organizational environment that develops rather 
than impedes human resources. More-humane 
bureaucracies are characterized by (1) less rigid hier-
archical structures and greater sharing of power and 
responsibility by all participants, (2) encouragement 
of participants to share their ideas and try new 
approaches to problem solving, and (3) efforts to 
reduce the number of people in dead-end jobs, train 
people in needed skills and competencies, and help 
people meet outside family responsibilities while 
still receiving equal treatment inside the organiza-
tion (Kanter, 1983, 1985, 1993/1977).  However, this 
movement has been overshadowed by globalization 
and the perceived strengths of systems of organizing 
work in other nations, such as Japan.


Organizational Structure in Japan, 
Russia, and India
For several decades the Japanese model of orga-
nization was widely praised for its innovative 
structure because it focused on lifetime employ-
ment and company loyalty. Although the practice 
of lifetime employment has largely been replaced 
by the concept of long-term employment, many 
workers in Japan have higher levels of job security 
than do U.S. workers. According to advocates of 
the Japanese system, this model encourages worker 
loyalty and a high level of productivity. Managers 
move through various parts of the organization and 
acquire technical knowledge about the workings of 
many aspects of the corporation, unlike their U.S. 
counterparts, who tend to become highly special-
ized. Unlike top managers in the United States who 
have given themselves pay raises and bonuses even 
when their companies were financially strapped, 
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many Japanese managers have taken pay cuts 
under similar circumstances. Japanese manage-
ment is characterized as being people oriented, 
taking a long-term view, and having a culture that 
focuses on how work gets done rather than on the 
result alone.


In the twenty-first century the Japanese organi-
zation is often based on a management style where 
information flows from the bottom to the top. As a 
result, senior managers serve in a supervisory capac-
ity, rather than taking a “hands-on” approach, and 
policies usually originate at middle organizational 
levels and then are passed upward for senior man-
agers’ approval. According to analysts, this approach 
is beneficial because the same persons responsible 
for implementing policies are the ones who have an 
active role in initially shaping the rules, policies, and 
procedures (Bizshifts-Trends, 2011).


In the Japanese organization, managers are 
expected to be “father figures” and create an envi-
ronment in which groups can succeed and goals can 
be met. Effective leadership is not based on indi-
vidual personality or a dictatorial manner, and there 
is disapproval for those who appear to be overly 
ambitious.


Unlike Japanese organizational structure and 
management style, organizations in Russia and 
India are more likely to be hierarchical, central-
ized, and highly directive. Most organizations also 
have a “top-down” approach in which chief execu-
tives or the highest leaders issue orders for subor-
dinates to follow, and very little consultation takes 
place with persons in the lower sectors. Leaders 
who allow too much participation in organiza-
tional decision making are often viewed as weak 
and indecisive by others. However, middle manag-
ers who have privileged access to top elites often 
become more powerful managers than managers 
who lack such access. Looking specifically at India, 
many organizations are family-owed businesses 
that are tightly controlled across generations; how-
ever, there are indications that Western manage-
ment styles have become more prevalent in that 
nation as the children and grandchildren of com-
pany founders increasingly have been educated 
in universities in the United States or other high-
income nations.


What can we learn by examining alternative 
organizational structures in other countries? We 
can see that all organizations are not established 
on the same premises about how leadership should 
operate and how decisions should be made. We 
can also see that different types of leadership 
affect how organizations will go about their tasks. 
Some leadership styles are more democratic (man-
agers delegate authority to subordinates in the 


decision-making process), others are more auto-
cratic (decisions are made solely by those at the top 
of the hierarchy), and others are more participa-
tory. Finally, we can see that cultural differences 
do have an important effect on how organizations 
operate and how leaders think and act (Bizshift-
Trends, 2011).


Organizations in the Future
What is the best organizational structure for the 
future? Of course, this question is difficult to answer 
because it requires the ability to predict economic, 
political, and social conditions. Nevertheless, we 
can make several observations.


Socially Sustainable Organizations
First, organizations have been affected by grow-
ing social inequality in the United States and 
other nations because of heightening differences 
between high- and low-income segments of popu-
lations. Having socially sustainable organizations 
is of increasing importance because television, the 
Internet, and international travel have made people 
more aware of the wide disparities in the resources 
and power of “haves” and “have-nots” both within a 
single country and across nations.


The term socially sustainable organizations is 
used  here to refer to those organizations that take 
into account the social effects of organizational 
activities on workers and other persons in the 


 ● The Japanese model of organization—including 
planned group-exercise sessions for employees—has 
become a part of the workplace in many nations. Would it 
be a positive change if more workplace settings, such as 
the one shown here, were viewed as an extension of the 
family? Why or why not?
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the tendency of bureaucracies to be ruled by a few 
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community, the nation, and sometimes the world. 
Researchers have shown how organizations inter-
act with their physical environments and may pro-
duce problems such as pollution and environmental 
degradation. But the focus of the socially sustain-
able organizational approach is more on the human 
and social environment and what organizations can 
do to sustain and sometimes enhance those aspects 
of the environment that are not strictly physical or 
biological. As a result of emphasizing the social sus-
tainability factor, organizations must be developed 
that are both economically efficient and as equitable 
as possible.


Some organizational and management ana-
lysts suggest that more attention must be paid to 
the “stakeholders” of an organization. Stakeholder 
theory is based on the assumption that organiza-
tions and their managers must focus on morals 
and values in goal-setting and decision-making 
processes. For example, at a college or university, 
stakeholders would include (but not be limited to) 
students, faculty and staff, administrators, alumni, 
major contributors, boards of regents, suppliers, 
the community where the school is located, and 
the society as a whole. The management structure 
and the morals and values of the institution should 
reflect the interests of those constituent groups. 
The goals of the organization should be based on 
taking into account the interests of these various 
stakeholders and working toward organizational 
goals and outcomes that will not only ensure 
organizational success but also provide the great-
est good for the greatest number of stakehold-
ers. Although academic success, winning sports 
teams, and college financial stability are important 
in higher education, other criteria should also be 


used in assessing the effectiveness and overall out-
put of the college community. In other types of 
organizations, similar stakeholders can be iden-
tified and goals established to meet the needs of 
various constituencies.


Globalization, Technology, 
and “Smart Working”
Second, globalization is the key word for manage-
ment and change in many organizations, and the 
use of technology is intricately linked with perform-
ing flexible, mobile work anywhere in the world. 
Based on the assumption that organizations must 
respond to a rapidly changing environment or they 
will not thrive, several twenty-first-century organi-
zational models are based on the need to relegate 
traditional organizational structure to dinosaur sta-
tus and to move ahead with structures that fully use 
technology and focus on the need to communicate 
more effectively. As the pace of communication has 
increased dramatically and information overload 
has become prevalent, the leaders of organizations 
are seeking new ways in which to more efficiently 
manage their organizations and to be ahead of 
change, rather than merely adapting to change after 
it occurs.


One recent approach is referred to as “smart 
working,” which is based on the assumption that 
innovation is crucial and that organizational 
leaders must be able to use the talents and ener-
gies of the people who work with them. At one 
level, “smart working” refers to “anytime, any-
where” ways of work that have become prevalent 
because of communications technologies such as 
smartphones and computers. However, another 
level focuses on the ways in which smart work-
ing makes it possible for people to have flexibil-
ity and autonomy in where, when, and how they 
work (chiefexecutive.com, 2010). According to one 
management specialist,


It turns out that the sort of collaborative, chal-
lenging work with potential for learning and 
personal development that people find satisfy-
ing is exactly the sort of work needed to adapt 
to current turbulent global operating condi-
tions. Smart working is an outcome of design-
ing organizational systems that are good for 
business and good for people. (chiefexecutive 
.com, 2010)


From this perspective, organizations must adapt to 
change; empower all organizational participants to 
become involved in collaboration, problem solving, 
and innovation; and create a work environment that 


 ● “Smart working” is based on the assumption that 
innovation is crucial and that people should have 
flexibility in where, when, and how they work. Do 
nontraditional office spaces like this one reflect the idea 
of “smart working”?
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people find engaging and that inspires them to give 
their best to the organization.


Exactly how these organizations might look is 
not fully clear, although some analysts suggest that 
corporations such as Google, Microsoft, and other 
high-tech companies have actively sought to rede-
fine organizational culture and environment by 
being responsive to employees, customers, and other 
shareholders. Although management continues to 
exist, the distinction between managers and the 
managed becomes less prevalent, and the idea that 
management knowledge will be everyone’s respon-
sibility becomes more predominant. Emphasis is 
also placed on the importance of improving com-
munication and on acquiring the latest technologies 
to make this process even more fast, secure, and 


efficient. Overall, there is a focus on change and the 
assumption that people in an organization should be 
change agents, not individuals who merely respond 
to change after it occurs.


Ultimately, everyone has a stake in seeing that 
organizations operate in an effective, humane man-
ner and that opportunities are widely available to 
all people regardless of race, gender, class, or age. 
Workers and students alike can benefit from orga-
nizational environments that make it possible for 
people to explore their joint interests without fear 
of losing their privacy or being pitted against one 
another in a competitive struggle for advantage. 
(For an example of students working together 
on a meaningful activity that benefits others, see 
“You Can Make a Difference.”)


Can Facebook and Twitter Make You 
a Better, More Helpful Person?


Can Make a Difference You


“We are the service generation!!!” @BEXwithanX tweeted. And 
@sjtetreault picked this quote from the first lady to share: 
“ ‘You didn’t think I’d show up here without another challenge, 
did you? Be yourself, just take it global.’ Michelle Obama.”


—reactions from two students who (along with about 
25,000 other people) listened to First Lady Michelle 
Obama’s commencement address at George Washington 
University (Johnson, 2010)


Although it is not unusual for political leaders and their 
spouses to be keynote speakers at university commence-
ments, Michelle Obama’s address at George Washington 
University (GWU) was unique in that it was her payoff in a bet 
in which she challenged students to do 100,000 hours of com-
munity service in exchange for a graduation speech. GWU 
students easily met the deadline because of social network-
ing and students, such as Christine French, who were highly 
motivated not only to reach but also to surpass the goal. 
According to VolunteerMatch.org (2010), a website that links 
volunteers with community service opportunities, “You can’t 
really major in volunteering, but if you could your schedule 
might look a lot like Christine French’s.” In addition to leading 
the charge to complete the 100,000 service hours by gradu-
ation day, Christine was president of the Human Service Stu-
dent Organization and the Teach for America chapter at GWU.


What unique factors contribute to the success of college 
volunteers as they make a difference in people’s lives? 
Christine French believes that this is the secret: “I think it’s 
that I listen to people. Often, all people really need is some-
one to listen to them and validate their feelings. We all just 
want  human connection and to know that we are loved 
and  valuable. This  is  what I can do for others, and it’s more 
important than the fact that I am a hard worker or a critical 
thinker.”


Given this model for making a difference, how might we 
connect with individuals and organizations that are in need 
of our assistance? Online social networks connect people 
together: people with similar interests, people who may 
come to know one another. Volunteer organizations use 
online networks as one way to find a new generation of sup-
porters and activists.


Can Facebook, Twitter, and other social networking sites 
successfully inspire us to get active in the real world? It seems 
that the answer is a resounding “Yes!” Worldwide, a new gen-
eration of volunteers is being recruited through the power of 
the media and social networking. Why not explore your favor-
ite social networking site and your school’s volunteer infor-
mation system to learn more about available opportunities 
where you might share your time and resources with other 
people in your community and around the world?


Copyright 2013 Cengage Learning. All Rights Reserved. May not be copied, scanned, or duplicated, in whole or in part. Due to electronic rights, some third party content may be suppressed from the eBook and/or eChapter(s). Editorial review has 
deemed that any suppressed content does not materially affect the overall learning experience. Cengage Learning reserves the right to remove additional content at any time if subsequent rights restrictions require it.








PA
R


T 
2 


|  
SO


C
IA


L 
G


R
O


U
P


S 
A


N
D


 S
O


C
IA


L 
C


O
N


TR
O


L


180


chapter Review Q&A
Use these questions and answers to check how well 
you’ve achieved the learning objectives set out at the 
beginning of this chapter.


LO1 How do sociologists distinguish among social groups, aggregates, 
and categories?


Sociologists define a social group as a collection of 
two or more people who interact frequently, share 
a sense of belonging, and depend on one another. 
People who happen to be in the same place at the 
same time are considered an aggregate. Those who 
share a similar characteristic are considered a cat-
egory. Neither aggregates nor categories are consid-
ered social groups.


LO2 How do sociologists distinguish among ingroups, outgroups, and 
reference groups?


Sociologists distinguish between primary groups 
and secondary groups. Primary groups are small 
and personal, and members engage in emotion-
based interactions over an extended period. 
 Secondary groups are larger and more specialized, 
and members have less personal and more-formal, 
goal-oriented relationships. Sociologists also  divide 
groups into ingroups, outgroups, and reference 
groups. Ingroups are groups to which we belong 
and with which we identify. Outgroups are groups 
we do not belong to or perhaps feel hostile toward. 
Reference groups are groups that strongly influence 
people’s behavior whether or not they are actually 
members.


LO3 How does the size of a group shape its members’ communi-
cation, leadership styles, and pressures to 
conform?


In small groups, all members know one another 
and interact simultaneously. In groups with more 
than three members, communication dynamics 
change, and members tend to assume specialized 
tasks. Leadership may be authoritarian, democratic, 
or laissez-faire. Authoritarian leaders make major 
decisions and assign tasks to individual members. 
Democratic leaders encourage discussion and 
 collaborative decision making. Laissez-faire leaders 
are minimally involved and encourage members to 
make their own decisions. Groups may have signifi-
cant influence on members’ values, attitudes, and 
behaviors.


LO4 Applying the concept of group-think, how do people often 
respond differently in a group context than 
they might if they were alone?


Groupthink is the process by which members of 
a cohesive group arrive at a decision that many 
 individual members privately believe is unwise. In 
order to maintain ties with a group, many members 
are willing to conform to norms established and 
 reinforced by group members.


LO5 What are the three types of formal organizations, and how do they 
differ in membership?


Normative, coercive, and utilitarian organizations 
are formal organizations. We voluntarily join nor-
mative organizations when we want to pursue some 
common interest or gain personal satisfaction or 
prestige from being a member. People do not volun-
tarily become members of coercive organizations—
associations that people are forced to join. We 
voluntarily join utilitarian organizations when they 
can provide us with a material reward that we seek.


LO6 What are the strengths and weaknesses of bureaucracies in 
contemporary nations such as the 
United States?


A bureaucracy is a formal organization character-
ized by hierarchical authority, division of labor, 
explicit procedures, and impersonality. Accord-
ing to Max Weber, bureaucracy supplies a rational 
means of attaining organizational goals because it 
contributes to coordination and control. A bureau-
cracy also has an informal structure, which includes 
the daily activities and interactions that bypass the 
official rules and procedures. The informal struc-
ture may enhance productivity or may be counter-
productive to the organization. A bureaucracy may 
be inefficient, resistant to change, and a vehicle for 
perpetuating class, race, and gender inequalities.


LO7 What is the iron law of oligarchy, and how does the concept apply 
to the U.S. government?


The iron law of oligarchy is the tendency to become 
a bureaucracy ruled by the few. Those who control 
bureaucracies not only wield power but also have 
an interest in retaining their power. For example, 
officials elected to the U.S. Congress frequently 
choose to serve multiple terms in office because 
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it provides them with the opportunity to become 
more  involved not only in service to their country 
but also in  bureaucratic power.


LO8 What alternative forms of orga-nization exist today in nations 
such as Japan?


Some organizations have adopted Japanese manage-
ment techniques based on long-term employment 


and company loyalty as alternative forms of bureau-
cratic structures. Unlike Japanese organizational 
structure and management style, organizations in 
Russia and India are more likely to be  hierarchical, 
centralized, and highly directive. More recently, 
having socially sustainable organizations is becom-
ing increasingly important.
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questions for Critical Thinking
1. Who might be more likely to conform in a bu-


reaucracy, those with power or those wanting 
more power?


2. Do the insights gained from Milgram’s research 
on obedience outweigh the elements of decep-
tion and stress that were forced on its subjects?


3. How would you organize a large-scale organi-
zation or company for the second decade of the 
twenty-first century?
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