
255Chapter 7.   Stratification: Rich and Famous—or Rags and Famine? 

Contributing to Our Social World: What Can We Do?

At the Local Level

•• Volunteer to serve a meal at an area soup kitchen. Your 
campus activities office should be able to help you find 
one in your area and even connect you with a group on 
campus that regularly volunteers at one. 

•• Tip service people in cash. Housekeepers in hotels and 
motels, maids, meal servers at restaurants, and food deliv-
ery employees may depend on tips to survive. In order to 

make it more likely that they receive the tips intended for 
them, be sure to tip in cash, rather than using a credit card.

At the Organizational or Institutional Level

•• Habitat for Humanity pairs volunteers with current and 
prospective home owners in repairing or constructing 
housing for little or no cost. Habitat projects are under 
way or planned for many communities in the United 

Key Points

•• Stratification—the layering or ranking of people within 
society—is one of the most important factors shaping 
the life chances of individuals. This ranking is influ-
enced by micro, meso, and macro forces and resources. 
(See pp. 216–218.)

•• Various theories of stratification disagree on whether 
inequality is functional or destructive to society and its 
members. The evolutionary perspective suggests ways 
stratification can be positive, but much of the inequality 
currently experienced creates problems for individuals 
and societies. (See pp. 218–226.)

•• For individuals, personal respect (prestige) is experienced 
as highly personal, but it is influenced by the way the 
social system works at the meso and macro levels—from 
access to education and the problems created by gender 
and ethnic discrimination to population trends and the 
vitality of the global economy. (See pp. 226–231.)

•• People without adequate connections to the meso and 
macro levels are likely to experience less power, wealth, 
and prestige. (See pp. 232–239.)

•• Some macro systems stress ascribed status (assigned to 
one, often at birth, without consideration of one’s individual 

choices, talents, or intelligence). Other systems purport 
to be open and based on achieved status (depending 
on one’s contributions to the society and one’s personal 
abilities and decisions). Unlike the caste system, the class 
system tends to stress achieved status, although it does 
not always perform openly. (See pp. 239–242.)

•• The elements of stratification are complex, with prop-
erty, power, and prestige influencing the system of 
inequality and one’s standing. (See pp. 242–246.)

•• Poverty itself is a difficult problem, one that can be 
costly to a society as a whole. Various solutions at the 
micro, meso, and macro levels have had mixed results, 
partially because it is in the interests of those with privi-
lege to have an underclass to do the unpleasant jobs. 
(See pp. 246–250.)

•• Technology is both a contributor and a possible remedy 
to inequality, as the digital divide creates problems for the 
poor, but electronic innovations may create new oppor-
tunities in the social structure for networking and con-
nections to the meso and macro levels—even for those  
in the Global South, the poor regions of the world.  
(See pp. 250–254.)

Discussion Questions

1. Were you surprised to learn that so many of the world’s 
children live in poverty, with 40% of the global popu-
lation trying to survive on 5% of the word’s income? 
Explain. What sociological theory best explains this 
fact? Support your answer.

2. Were you raised more by the “concerted cultivation” or 
“accomplishment of natural growth” parenting approach? 
How has this upbringing influenced your success in school 
and your willingness to challenge authority figures?

3. What is the social status of most of the people with 
whom you hang out? Why do you think you tend to 
associate with people from this social status?

4. Describe factors at the (a) micro, (b) meso, and (c) 
macro levels that impact your ability to move up the 
social class ladder.

5. How do the forces that have led to the shrinking of 
the middle class impact your chance of becoming (or 
remaining) a member of the (a) middle, (b) upper-
middle, or (c) upper class after you graduate from 
college? 

6. How can bridging the global digital divide lead to a 
decrease in inequality across the world? How does your 
ready access (or lack of access) to a computer and the 
Internet impact your life chances?


