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STRATIFICATION, AGE

Stratification is the process of dividing members of a
society into strata, or social groups; when this is done
by age, it is termed age stratification. The various age
strata form age cohorts that encompass those born
within a particular time period. One of the largest and
most well-known age cohorts in contemporary society
is the baby boomers, those born after World War II
between 1946 and 1964. These cohorts age together
across the life course and share common history, expe-
riences, norms, and role transitions while changing
from “young” to “middle-aged” and “old” statuses.

In addition to the relationship of the members within
a stratum, and unlike stratification by social class,
groups of different age strata interact in society. For
example, those in the young group may interact with
those in the middle-aged and old groups in a family set-
ting or by participation in the workplace. While the
similarities of members within a stratum are thought to
provide cohesion within that stratum, age stratification
theories suggest that interstrata conflicts also exist.

Conflicts may arise between strata, typically struc-
tured around competing group interests such as young
versus old. One example of how these conflicts play
out in society would be institutional battles over the
allocation of economic resources, such as spending on
Social Security programs for older persons versus fed-
eral aid to families with young children. Terms like
the generation gap and age war imply competition
and accentuate differences between the strata. The
idea that older persons place an excessive burden both
upon their families and upon the health care system
also implies conflict, pitting the interests of younger
groups against those of older persons.

Some suggest lessening conflicts by forming posi-
tive connections among the strata through common
interests. Some theorists argue that the role of inter-
generational exchange—the exchange of time and
resources among groups of different generations—
promotes solidarity. The exchange buffers the nega-
tive views of old groups by young groups through
positive social interaction. Some argue that although
models of intergenerational conflict are promoted, the
degree of conflict between young and old groups is
overstated. Theories of the intergenerational exchange,
the merits of the strata working together, and conflicts
among the strata find frequent debate in empirical and
theoretical work. This debate on the nature of the rela-
tionship among the strata will continue in the United
States as the 65-years-and-older segment of the popu-
lation continues to grow into an increasingly larger
segment of society.

Joyce Weil

See also Ageism; Baby Boomers; Dependency Ratio; Life
Course; Population, Graying of

Further Readings

Bengston, Vern and Norella Putney. 2006. “Future ‘Conflicts’
across Generations and Cohorts.” Pp. 20–29 in The
Future of Old Age, edited by J. A. Vincent, C. R.
Phillipson, and M. Downs. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Riley, Matilda White, Marilyn Johnson, and Anne Foner.
1972. Aging and Society: A Sociology of Age
Stratification. Vol. 3. New York: Russell Sage.

STRATIFICATION, GENDER

Gender stratification is the stratification of individuals
based on biological sex and the socially derived gen-
der roles attached to sex. Stratification based on gen-
der has existed in human society from the beginning
of recorded history, if not before. In the United States,
such stratification has traditionally existed in the insti-
tutions of education, work, and family, with men in
the privileged position. Although great changes have
occurred since the women’s rights movement, men
and women still remain stratified from each other in
these three domains.

Education, one of the main conduits to upward
mobility and increased status in the United States,
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experienced change in recent decades, with girls
increasingly reporting liking traditionally male sub-
jects in school such as math and science. Girls have
also surpassed boys in obtaining higher grades in
both elementary and secondary school. At the colle-
giate level, women have made great inroads, now
comprising over half the population of undergradu-
ates. Additionally, the Census Bureau reports that
women graduate from college at higher rates than
men. However, despite these substantial inroads in
the educational domain, women do not experience
the same benefits as men in occupational upward
mobility.

According to recent Census data, the female-to-
male earnings ratio among full-time, year-round
employees has increased since 1960, from roughly 61
percent to 77 percent. Such differences persist regard-
less of education. The gender gap in wages tends to be
the largest for women in the highest-paying jobs,
which often require the most education. In addition to
obtaining less for the same work, women often face
other barriers to upward mobility. Research indicates
that women in high-status jobs often face a “glass
ceiling” beyond which they can no longer advance in
a company, an invisible barrier that their male coun-
terparts do not encounter.

Gender stratification in the work domain often
reinforces traditional distinctions between men and
women within the family. Although biological justifi-
cations for women as homemakers and men as bread-
winners are often employed to ensure women’s
dependence on men, the desire to maintain a decent
lifestyle has helped create many dual-earner families.
Indeed, at least 58 percent of women have full-time,
year-round employment. Such numbers might influ-
ence traditional gender stratification in the home,
since many women now have an independent source
of income. However, many women must take on a
“second shift,” in which they perform their traditional
tasks in the home in addition to working a full day in
the paid workforce, a trend that reinforces traditional
gender stratification in the family.

As society evolves, women will likely continue
expanding their presence in the educational and work
domains. However, unless cultural change in the sta-
tus of men and women additionally occurs, gender has
the potential to remain a stratifying characteristic in
the United States.

Laura Auf der Heide

See also Gender Gap; Glass Ceiling; Second Shift;
Segregation; Stratification, Social; Wage Gap; 
Women’s Rights Movement 
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STRATIFICATION, RACE

Race stratification, which exists worldwide, is the
ranking of individuals in groups based on perceived
innate differences and the socially derived beliefs
attached to these differences. In the United States,
individuals of European extraction generally enjoy
greater privileges and outcomes in comparison to
many minority groups that enjoy fewer rewards on
average. Although race stratification has become less
prominent in the United States over the past century,
large racial differences still exist in a variety of areas.

The United States is a racially diverse society,
encompassing African Americans, various Asian
American and Hispanic groups, American Indians,
and Anglo Americans. Life outcomes vary both
between these groups and within them. For the most
part, Asian Americans have similar, or more positive,
life outcomes to whites, and as such have been dubbed
the “model minority.” In contrast, African Americans,
many Hispanic groups, and American Indians often
face greater levels of discrimination, have lower edu-
cational achievement, and attain lower levels of
wealth than their white and Asian American counter-
parts. It must be stressed that between-group observa-
tions are general trends based on socially constructed
categories. Additionally, systematic variation often occurs
within particular minority subgroups (i.e., Japanese
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