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Learning Objectives
After reading this chapter, you 
will be able to
• illustrate the three social 

processes that contribute to 
social change.

• discuss how technology, 
population, natural environ-
ment, revolution, and war 
cause cultures to change.

• describe social change as 
viewed by the functionalist 
and confl ict perspectives.

• discuss rumors, fads, and 
fashions.

• compare and contrast 
theories of crowd behavior.

• compare and contrast 
theories of social movements.
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Chapter Overview
Visit the Sociology and You Web site at 
glencoe.com and click on Chapter 17— 
Chapter Overviews to preview chapter 
information.

Social change occurs in all societies 
and in many ways. Today, many 
Americans may be especially aware of 
the changes technology brings. News 
stories tell of workers losing their jobs 
in the steel industry or of others who 
must learn computer skills to survive. 

The photo at left shows a dramatic 
example of social change in action: 
the March on Washington of August 
28, 1963. That day, more than 250,000 
people gathered to demand that the 
government pass a major civil rights  
bill and take other actions to end  
racial discrimination. Since that day,  
Americans have seen other groups 
organize to bring about social change—
women, Latinos, gay men and women, 
and other groups, as well.

We often assume that the societies 
of the past stood still. Sociology 
teaches us, however, that change comes 
to all societies. Whether by borrowing 
from other cultures or discovering new 
ways of doing things, societies change 
—though industrialized societies tend 
to change at a faster pace. In this chap-
ter you will read about the many ways 
change is introduced in a culture and 
how its effects ripple through a society. 

Applying 
Sociology

http://glencoe.com
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SectionSection

Social Change
Section Preview
Social change refers to new behaviors that have long-term and relatively 
important consequences. Discovery, invention, and diffusion are the major 
social processes through which social change occurs. Important agents of 
social change are technology, population, the natural environment, revolu-
tion, and war.

Defi ning Social Change

Change is one of the most constant features of American society. This is so 
true that it is almost a cliché. In fact, all societies change—some rapidly, 

others more slowly. For sociologists, social change  occurs when many mem-
bers of the society adopt new behaviors. The behaviors must have long-term 
and important consequences. 

How fast has social change occurred?  
Scientists use an analogy to help people understand 
the pace of social change. Imagine for a moment 
the entire history of Earth as a 365-day 
period. Midnight of January 1 is the start-
ing point. Today’s date is December 31.
Each Earth “day” represents about 
twelve million years. The fi rst form of 
life, a simple bacterium, appeared in 
February. More complex life, such as 
fi sh, appeared about November 20. On 
December 10, the dinosaurs appeared; 
by Christmas they were extinct. The fi rst 
recognizable human beings did not appear 
until the afternoon of December 31. Mod-
ern humans (homo sapiens) emerged shortly 
before midnight that day. All of recorded 
history occurred in the last sixty seconds of 
the year (Ornstein and Ehrlich, 2000). In the scheme of history, then, human 
social changes occur in the “blink of an eye.” Only when we look at social 
change from the perspective of the human life span does it sometimes seem 
to be a slow process.

Can social change be predicted?  It is diffi cult to predict how a 
society will change. This is partly because the course of change in a society 
depends on the nature of the existing culture. For example, two societies that 
adopt a democratic form of government may develop in very different ways. 
Both Britain and the United States are democracies. But their histories prior to 
becoming democracies were different, since Britain had a royal tradition. As a 
result, democratic government took different forms in these two nations. 

Key Terms
social 
change (p. 568)

social 
processes (p. 569)

discovery (p. 570)
invention (p. 570)
diffusion (p. 570)
technology (p. 571)
revolution (p. 574)
war (p. 575)

social change
new societal behaviors 
with important long-
term consequences 
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In addition, change does not merely “happen” to people. People in a soci-
ety can consciously decide for themselves how change will occur. They can, 
for example, deliberately avoid a predicted state of affairs (Caplow, 1991).

These facts should not discourage people from attempting to understand 
changes in society. Alexis de Tocqueville was a Frenchman who published a 
remarkably penetrating study of American society after a tour in the early 
1830s. The accuracy of his predictions was based upon sound assumptions he 
made about American society. Figure 17.1 discusses these basic premises.

Why do some societies change faster than others?  Under-
standing why some societies change faster than others is another diffi cult task. 
Sociologists have identifi ed several important social processes that infl uence 
the pace of social change. In addition, several specifi c factors play important 
roles. We turn fi rst to the social processes and then to the specifi c agents, or 
factors, that affect rates of change.

Social Processes
A process is a series of steps that lead gradually to a result. As you get closer 

to graduation from high school, you may decide to continue your formal 
education. You will then begin a process of applying for acceptance to vari-
ous colleges. If you follow all the steps in the necessary order and meet the 
colleges’ criteria for entrance, the end result of your application process will 
be an acceptance letter.

Cultures and societies experience social processes that result in signifi -
cant changes. Three important social processes are discovery, invention, and
diffusion.

Figure 17.1 Key Assumptions in Predicting Social Change in America

The most accurate predictor of trends in American society has been the Frenchman Alexis de Tocqueville. 
Tocqueville’s Democracy in America, which was published in the 1830s, displayed an amazing grasp of American 
society. Tocqueville’s success has been attributed to several key assumptions he made. Do you think that any of 
these assumptions are less important today in predicting social change than the others?

1. Major social institutions would continue to exist. 
Unlike many of his contemporaries—and many of ours—Tocqueville did not expect the family, religion, 
or the state to disappear or to be greatly changed.

2. Human nature would remain the same. Tocqueville did not expect men and women to become much 
better or worse or different from what history had shown them to be.

3. Equality and the trend toward centralized government would continue.

4. The availability of material resources (such as land, minerals, and rich soils) limits and directs 
social change.

5. Change is affected by the past, but history does not strictly dictate the future.

6. There are no social forces aside from human actions. 
Historical events are not foreordained by factors beyond human control.

Adapted from Theodore Caplow, American Social Trends (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1991), p. 216.

social processes
series of steps leading to 
change on a societal level
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How does discovery promote social change?  In the discovery
process, something is either learned or reinterpreted. When early ocean 
explorers did not fall off the end of the world, they changed what all but 
a few people believed about the shape of the earth. With this geographical 
knowledge came new patterns of migration, commerce, and colonization. 
Salt, another early discovery, was fi rst used to fl avor food. Because it was so 
highly valued, it also came to be used as money in Africa and as a religious 
offering among early Greeks and Romans. Fire was used at fi rst by prehistoric 
peoples for warmth and cooking. Later, people discovered that fi re could be 
used to clear fi elds, to create ash for fertilizer, and to melt ores to combine 
into new metals.

What is the role of invention in social change?  Invention
is the creation of something new from items or processes that already exist. 
Examples of physical inventions come easily to mind. Consider the airplane. 
It was not so much the materials Orville and Wilbur Wright used—most of 
the parts were available—but the way the brothers combined these materials 
that enabled them to make their successful fl ight at Kitty Hawk.

The pace of social change through invention is closely tied to how com-
plex the society or culture already is. The greater the number of existing 
items, or elements, the more ways they can be combined into inventions. 
Thus, the more complex and varied a society, the more rapidly it will change. 
This helps to explain why people reached the moon less than seventy years 
after the Wright brothers’ fi rst fl ight, even though scientists believe that sev-
eral million years had passed between the appearance of the human species 
and the invention of the airplane. NASA was able to reach the moon rela-
tively quickly because the United States had become advanced in such areas 
as physics, aerodynamics, and the manufacturing of specialized materials.

How important is diffusion in social change?  When one 
group borrows something from another group—norms, values, foods, styles 
of architecture—change occurs through the process of diffusion.  The extent 
and rate of diffusion depend on the degree of social contact. The more con-
tact a group has with another group, the more likely it is that objects or ideas 
will be exchanged. In other words, social contact has the same effect on dif-
fusion that complexity has on invention.

discovery 
process by which something is 
learned or reinterpreted 

invention
the creation of something new 
from previously existing items 
or processes

diffusion
process by which one cul-
ture or society borrows from 
another culture or society

Rapid social change means that generations do not 
share certain knowledge. Besides “snail-mail,” what 
are some other products or technologies that might 
become obsolete?
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Borrowing may involve entire societies. The American colonists learned 
methods of growing cotton that were fi rst developed in India. Potatoes from 
South America were transplanted across the Atlantic to become Ireland’s most 
important food crop. Diffusion may also take place between groups within 
the same society. African American musicians were the creators of a jazz sub-
culture that spread throughout white America (and into other countries as 
well).

Before it is widely accepted, a borrowed element must harmonize with 
the group culture. In spite of the fact that unisex fashion is popular in 
America today, wearing a Scottish kilt on the job could get a construction 
worker laughed off the top of a skyscraper. Wearing kilts still clashes with the 
American defi nition of manhood. If skirts are ever to become as acceptable 
for American men as pants are for women, either their form will have to be 
modifi ed or the cultural concept of masculinity will have to change.

Diffusion may involve using only part of a borrowed characteristic or trait. 
The Japanese, for example, accept capitalism but resist the American form of 
democratic government, style of conducting business, and family structure. 
Diffusion almost always involves picking and choosing.

In modern society, most aspects of culture are borrowed rather than cre-
ated. The processes of discovery and invention are important, but usually far 
more elements enter a society through cultural diffusion.

Technology
Besides the three processes for social change, sociologists have identifi ed 

some major forces that lead to change. Technology  includes knowledge 
and hardware (tools) that are used to achieve practical goals. The appear-
ance of new technology is generally a sign that social change will soon follow 
(MacKenzie and Wajcman, 1998).

How important is technology to social change?  Technol-
ogy is a prime promoter of social change. Time magazine’s selection of Albert 
Einstein as the person of the century refl ected the magazine’s conclusion that 
the twentieth century will be remembered most for its advances in science 
and technology (Golden, 1999).

By which social process did this 
image of Elvis reach Jerusalem, 
Israel? 

technology
knowledge and tools used to 
achieve practical goals
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The creation of the silicon chip, which led to the 
computer revolution, has brought about technologi-
cal change at an astounding rate. It took more than a 
century for telephones to spread to 94 percent of the 
homes in the United States. In contrast, in less than 
fi ve years the Internet had reached over 25 percent 
of Americans. (See page 29 for a comparison of the 
number of years it took for various technologies to be 
adopted in U.S. households.) 

The changes that resulted from the use of com-
puters are almost impossible to list. In 1999, social 
historian Francis Fukuyama described a workplace 
undergoing a transformation. The effects of these 

changes, he claims, will be as great as those of the Industrial Revolution. 
Telecommunications technology, for example, will allow many to work from 
their homes, but it will result in far less human interaction (McGinn and 
Raymond, 1997–98). In the fi eld of medicine, computer technology has radi-
cally changed many surgical techniques. Microsurgeries and radio wave ther-
apy are examples (Cowley and Underwood, 1997–98). Drivers in Germany 
can get real-time computer-generated information on traffi c problems on the 
autobahn by using cell phones or electronic consoles in their cars.

Population
Changing demographics are another important factor for creating social 

change. A classic example is the huge increase in the birth of babies following 
the return of American soldiers at the end of World War II (the so-called baby 
boom). Americans born between 1946 and 1964 caused the expansion of 
child healthcare facilities and created the need for more teachers and schools 
in the 1950s and 1960s. On the other hand, the generation following baby 
boomers now in their thirties and forties and in the labor market are expe-
riencing increased competition for jobs and fewer opportunities to move up 
the career ladder. As the baby boomers retire, problems of health care and 
Social Security loom large. Longer working hours, retraining programs, and 
reeducation for older people will probably become political issues for future 
elections. As America’s population continues to age, more attention is being 
paid to our senior citizens. Already, there are more extended-care homes, an 
increase in geriatric emphasis in medicine, and more television advertising 
and programming targeting the aging elderly population.

The Natural Environment
Interaction with the natural environment has, from the earliest times, 

also transformed American life. The vast territory west of the thirteen colo-
nies permitted the nation to expand, ultimately to the Pacifi c Ocean. This 
western movement helped shape our cultural identity and values. It also 
caused untold changes, most tragically the destruction of many Native 
American cultures.

The environment continued to shape historical events, especially when 
natural disasters occurred. The Great Depression of the 1930s was due in part 
to a long drought that hit the Midwestern plains states. Overplanting and 
plowing had upset the fragile ecosystem and turned the prairies into a giant 
“dust bowl.”

These students seem very 
comfortable with the fast pace 
of technological change in 
American society.

In 1986, the Chernobyl nuclear 
plant in Ukraine had a meltdown. 
This event added to opposi-
tion in the U.S. to using nuclear 
power as an energy source.
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The Horse Among the 
Plains Indians
Diffusion is one of the social processes that creates 
social change. The society of the Plains Indians in 
the west central United States was altered drasti-
cally by the European introduction of the horse—
an example of diffusion.

 In the nineteenth century, horses were the pri-
mary means of transportation and as such were an 
integral part of Plains Indian culture. The modern 
horse, however, was not native to the Americas, 
but was fi rst brought by the Spanish. It was not 
until the late 1600s and early 1700s that horses in 
any numbers became available to the tribes of the 
Great Plains. . . .
 The horse truly revolutionized life among the 
Plains tribes. The horse drastically altered the 
economic base and changed the lifestyle of these 
peoples. On horseback a hunter armed with bow 
and arrow could fi nd and kill enough bison within a 
few months to feed his family for the year. Not only 
could he kill larger numbers of game animals, but 
he could pack the meat onto horses and readily 
transport it vast distances. Horses also allowed for 
the transporting of increased quantities of mate-
rial goods. Teepees increased in size, and cloth-
ing and other material items became increasingly 
abundant and elaborate in decoration. For the fi rst 
time these widely scattered groups could gather 

together in large camps, sometimes numbering in 
the thousands, for at least a portion of the year. In 
short, the horse quickly elevated the Plains tribes 
to relative prosperity.
 The horse also sharply altered the relationship 
between these peoples and the neighboring farm-
ing tribes. The once relatively inoffensive nomads 
were now transformed into aggressive, predatory 
raiders. The Plains tribes were now capable of 
quickly assembling large parties of horse-mounted 
warriors who could raid the sedentary farming vil-
lages with impunity. The military balance of power 
had shifted.
 In the decades immediately after the acquisi-
tion of the horse, the original Plains tribes fl our-
ished. Attacks on the neighboring farming peoples 
had a devastating effect, and many villages were 
abandoned. It was not long, however, before many 
cultivators saw both the economic and the military 
advantages derived from being horse-mounted 
nomadic bison hunters. The Cheyenne and some 
of the Dakota abandoned the life of settled farm-
ers and moved westward to the plains to become 
nomadic, teepee-dwelling, bison hunters them-
selves. As they moved onto the plains, they came 
to challenge directly the original Plains tribes for 
dominance over critical hunting resources, which 
intensifi ed warfare. As a result, warfare and the 
warrior tradition became an integral part of Plains 
Indian values, social organization, and behavior.

Source: Adapted from James Peoples and Garrick Bailey, 
Humanity, 5th ed. Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 2000, p. 284.

Thinking It Over
 1. List at least fi ve major changes that resulted 

from the introduction of the horse to the culture 
of the Plains Indians.

 2. Identify an item that has been introduced to 
your culture from another place. (This item 
could be food, clothing, an invention, or even 
an idea.) What effect has it had on your life?
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In the early 1970s, OPEC (an organization of oil-producing nations) 
launched an embargo, refusing to sell its oil to other countries. Because of 
the natural short supply of oil without the contribution of the oil-rich Mid-
eastern countries, oil products became scarce and expensive, contributing to 
economic infl ation in the United States in the 1970s and early 1980s. As a 
result, Americans began driving smaller, more fuel-effi cient automobiles.

Revolution and War
Revolution and war are related factors that lead to social change. A 

revolution  involves the sudden and complete overthrow of an existing 
social or political order. A revolution is often, but not always, accompanied 
by violence. Most revolutionaries expect that the revolution will bring about 
fundamental changes. Karl Marx, for example, expected workers’ revolutions 

Internet 
Connections

Source: International Telecommu-
nication Union, 2004.

revolution
sudden and complete 
overthrow of a social or 
political order

As this map shows, the number of people connected to the Internet varies 
widely from country to country. As of 2004, over 74 percent of Internet 
connections were on the North American continent. This map shows the 
number of computers connected to the Internet per 10,000 people.

Interpreting the Map
 1. Do you see a pattern in the number of connections to the 

Internet? Explain.
 2. What implications might this distribution have for future 

social change?
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to eliminate class-based inequality and therefore to have 
a profound effect on the social and economic structures 
of the societies in which they occurred.

Are revolutions normally followed by 
radical changes?  According to Charles Tilly, a 
revolution results in the replacement of one set of power 
holders by another (Tilly, 1978, 1997). In the view of 
another respected sociologist, a post-revolutionary soci-
ety is eventually replaced by a society that looks much 
like the original one (Brinton, 1990). Radical changes 
are rarely permanent because people tend to revert to 
more familiar customs and behaviors. They do so in part 
because continuity with the past provides security and a 
blueprint for behavior. 

What sorts of changes do follow revolutions?  In most cases, 
the new social order created by a successful revolution is likely to be a com-
promise between the new and the old. Consider the example of China, the 
site of a communist revolution in 1949. The revolution did not result in the 
wholesale changes promised by its leaders. One of the revolutionary reforms, 
for example, promised liberation from sexism. The situation for Chinese 
women has improved, but sexual equality is a far-distant dream in that coun-
try (“Closing the Gap,” 1995; Yuan, 2005).

How does war promote social change?  War is organized, armed 
confl ict that occurs within a society or between nations. Sociologist Robert 
Nisbet (2003) described how war brings about social change through diffu-
sion, discovery, and invention. Social change is created through diffusion 
because wars break down barriers between societies, bringing people from dif-
ferent societies together. This association leads to the adoption of new ways 
of thinking, feeling, and behaving.

Wars also promote invention and discovery. For example, during World 
War II (1939–1945), the pressure of war enabled the U.S. government to pro-
mote and fi nance the development of such technologies as the atomic bomb, 
synthetic rubber, and antibiotics. Each contributed to a cultural revolution 
after the war. And America’s culture, both during and after World War I, was 
imported by societies all over the world.

Section    Assessment

 1. Briefl y describe three 
important processes for 
social change.

 2. Provide one example each 
(not given in the text) of 
how population and interac-
tion with the natural envi-
ronment have caused social 
change.

 3. Explain how war can be both 
a positive and a negative 
force for social change.

Critical Thinking
 4. Drawing Conclusions  Identify 

a major social change that 
has occurred in your life-
time. What do you think 

are the major sources of this 
change—discovery, diffusion, 
or invention? Be careful to 
relate the manner of change 
to the nature of the change 
itself.

Wars often bring about social 
change because culturally 
dissimilar societies, such as 
the U.S. and Iraq, come into 
increased contact.

war
organized, armed confl ict 
that occurs within a society 
or between nations
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Americans have long expected to achieve a higher standard of living 
than their parents. Instead, according to Katherine Newman (1994), social 
and economic change are placing the American Dream in jeopardy. The 
downscaling of jobs and pay that occurred during the 1980s and 1990s has 
replaced earlier optimism with anger, doubt, and fear. 
 Newman spent two years conducting personal interviews with 150 
Americans living in “Pleasanton,” a suburban community representative 
of much of America. Pleasanton is a mix of skilled blue-collar workers and 
white-collar professionals from a variety of ethnic and religious origins. Her 
respondents were schoolteachers, guidance counselors, and sixty families 
whose children were then grown. 
 The residents of Pleasanton believed that the promise of America had 
taken an unexpected wrong turn, and they were trying to make sense of 
it. Newman attempted to understand the residents’ view of this downward 
mobility. The stresses associated with changing economic conditions, she 
believed, would bring cultural expectations, disappointments, and confl icts 
close enough to the surface for a trained social scientist to see. As the 
study progressed, she did, in fact, see confl ict between parents and grown 
children, disagreements along lines of race and ethnicity, and unhappy 
marriages. The following statement reveals a baby boomer’s shattered 
confi dence in the American Dream.

I’ll never have what my parents had. I can’t even dream of that. I’m 
living a lifestyle that’s way lower than it was when I was growing up 
and it’s depressing. You know it’s a rude awakening when you’re out 
in the world on your own. . . . I took what was given to me and tried 
to use it the best way I could. Even if you are a hard worker and you 
never skipped a beat, you followed all the rules, did everything they 
told you you were supposed to do, it’s still horrendous. They lied to 
me. You don’t get where you were supposed to wind up. At the end 
of the road it isn’t there. I worked all those years and then I didn’t get 
to candy land. The prize wasn’t there . . . (Newman, 1994:3).

 After a detailed and often personal exploration of what Newman calls 
the “withering American Dream,” she turns to the larger social and politi-
cal implications for society. She explores the transition from a society of 
upward mobility based on effort and merit to a society in which social 
classes of birth increasingly dictate future social and economic positions.
 According to Newman, the soul of America is at stake. She raises these 
questions: Will Americans turn to exclusive self-interest, or will they care 
for others as well as themselves? Will suburbanites turn a blind eye to the 
rapidly deteriorating inner cities? Will the generational, racial, and ethnic 
groups turn inward, or will they attempt to bridge the divides that threaten 
to separate them further? 

Case Study: 
Is the American 
Dream Dying?
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   A partial answer to these questions is refl ected 
in public opinion about federal, state, and local tax 
revenues. If the residents of Pleasanton are any guide, 
Americans do not wish to invest in the common good. 
Public schools, colleges, universities, and inner cities, 
for example, are receiving a rapidly declining share 
of public economic support. In conclusion, Newman 
states:

This does not augur well for the soul of the country in the twenty-fi rst 
century. Every great nation draws its strength from a social contract, 
an unspoken agreement to provide for one another, to reach across 
the narrow self-interests of generations, ethnic groups, races, classes, 
and genders toward some vision of the common good. Taxes and 
budgets—the mundane preoccupations of city hall—express this 
commitment, or lack of it, in the bluntest fashion. Through these 
mechanistic devices, we are forced to confront some of the most 
searching philosophical questions that face any country: What do we 
owe one another as members of a society? Can we sustain a col-
lective sense of purpose in the face of the declining fortunes that 
are tearing us apart, leaving those who are able to scramble for 
advantage and those who are not to suffer out of sight? (Newman, 
1994:221)

Working with the Research
 1. Think about your past experiences at home and in other social institu-

tions (such as schools and churches). What is your conception of the 
American dream, based on these experiences? Critically analyze the 
ways in which society shaped your conception.

 2. Newman’s research was done in the early 1990s. Do you believe that 
she is right about the fate of the American dream? Explain.

 3. If the American dream is withering, many social changes are in store. 
Describe the major changes you foresee.

 4. Suppose Katherine Newman had decided to place her study in the 
context of sociological theory. Write a conclusion to her book from the 
theoretical perspective—functionalist or confl ict theorist—that you think 
is most appropriate.

A former G.E. worker stands 
in front of signs lamenting the 
move of a plant from North 
Carolina to Mexico. This thirty-
year veteran of the closing plant 
would agree that the American 
dream is dying.
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Key Terms
equilibrium (p. 578)
urbanism (p. 580)

Th eoretical Perspectives 
on Social Change
Section Preview
The functionalist and confl ict perspectives view social change in very differ-
ent ways. The functionalist perspective depicts societies as relatively stable. 
Following a major change, these integrated systems seek a new equilibrium. 
According to the confl ict perspective, societies are unstable systems that are 
constantly undergoing change. Symbolic interactionism identifi es decreasing 
shared values as a source of social instability.

The Functionalist Perspective

Because functionalism emphasizes social stability and continuity, it may 
seem contradictory to refer to a functionalist theory of social change. 

There are, however, two functionalist theories of social change—proposed by 
William Ogburn and Talcott Parsons—that are especially interesting. Both of 
these theories are based on the concept of equilibrium.

Close your eyes and imagine a tightrope walker inching his way across a 
deep chasm on a narrow rope. If you have an active imagination, you will 
picture him continually shifting his body and using a pole to counterbalance 
the effects of the wind as well as the effects of his own motions. The tightrope 
walker is concerned with maintaining equilibrium. When used by sociolo-
gists, equilibrium describes a society’s tendency to react to changes by mak-
ing small adjustments to keep itself in a state of functioning and balance.

A society in change, then, moves from stability to temporary instability 
and back to stability. Sociologists refer to this as a dynamic, or moving, equi-
librium. For example, in 1972, a broken dam led to the destruction of the 
community of Buffalo Creek, West Virginia. The physical destruction of the 
community was accompanied by death and the loss of the old way of life. 

equilibrium
a state of functioning and 
balance, maintained by 
a society’s tendency to 
make small adjustments 
to change

Social equilibrium was shaken 
for a while, after an earthquake 
caused the collapse of this Los 
Angeles area freeway.
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Despite the ensuing chaos, residents slowly pulled their lives together again. 
Although things were not the same as before, a new equilibrium was built out 
of the wreckage. In time, we will see how this tendency toward equilibrium 
unfolds in New Orleans, which was devastated by Hurricane Katrina in 2005.

The 1960s saw the norms of sexual behavior change radically. After sky-
rocketing, for example, teenage pregnancy is declining. Although Americans 
do not follow the norms of the 1950s, a retreat from extremes is occurring as 
new norms of sexual behavior are being established.

The Confl ict Perspective
According to the confl ict perspective, social change is the result of strug-

gles among groups for scarce resources. Social change is created as these con-
fl icts are resolved. Many of the basic assumptions of the confl ict perspective 
emerge from the writings of Karl Marx about social class confl icts (see page 
16). Marx wrote that “without confl ict, no progress: this is the law which 
civilization has followed to the present day.”

Sociologists such as Ralf Dahrendorf have adapted many of Marx’s ideas. 
Dahrendorf believes that the resources at stake are more than economic. The 
quest for power is the source of social change in his view. Whereas Marx saw 
confl ict between two opposing social classes, Dahrendorf sees confl ict among 
groups at all levels of society. Social change thus comes from a multitude of 
competing interest groups. These groups can be political, economic, religious, 

Figure 17.2

This table provides one example each of how the functionalist, 
conflict, and symbolic interactionist perspectives view social change. 
Describe how a functionalist would look at an interest group and how a conflict 
theorist would view equilibrium.

Social Change

 Theoretical
 Perspectives

Functionalism

Conflict 
Theory

Symbolic 
Interactionism

 Concepts

Equililbrium

Interest Group

Urbanism

 
 Example

Continuity in the nature of the 
presidency despite scandals in the 
Nixon and Clinton administrations

Enactment of civil rights laws 
in the 1960s as a result of the 
struggle over racial equality

The smaller proportion of 
social interaction in a large 
city compared to a small 
town is based on a 
decrease in the number
of shared meanings
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Section      Assessment

 1. Describe an area of your life 
that would benefi t from hav-
ing more equilibrium. How 
might you achieve this?

 2. How did Dahrendorf’s inter-
pretation differ from Marx’s 
theory of social change?

 3. What theory of social change 
best explains the enactment 
of civil rights laws in the 
1960s?

Critical Thinking
 4. Finding the Main Idea  Are func-

tionalism and confl ict theory 
compatible as explanations 
for social change? Clearly dis-
tinguish the two perspectives 
in formulating your answer.

Student Web Activity 
Visit the Sociology and You Web 
site at glencoe.com and click 
on Chapter 17—Student Web 
Activities for an activity 
on urbanism.

urbanism
the distinctive way of life 
shared by the people living 
in a city

racial, ethnic, or gender based. Society changes as power relationships among 
interest groups change.

History seems to favor Dahrendorf’s viewpoint over Marx’s. Class confl ict 
has not occurred in any capitalist society; social classes have not been polar-
ized into major warring factions. Rather, capitalist societies are composed of 
countless competing groups. In America, racial groups struggle over the issue of 
equal economic opportunity, environmentalists and industrialists argue about 
environmental protection and economic development, and so on, with many 
other groups at odds with opposing groups over their own special issues.

Symbolic Interactionism
Human beings, according to symbolic interactionism, interact with oth-

ers on the basis of commonly shared symbols. The nature and frequency of 
social interaction are affected by the extent to which people share meanings. 
As shared interpretations of the world decrease, social ties weaken and social 
interaction becomes more impersonal.

The relationship between shared meanings and the nature of social inter-
action can be illustrated within the context of the change from an agricul-
tural economy to an industrial one. Accompanying this shift is the emergence 
of urbanization and its distinctive way of life. This distinctive way of life is 
known as urbanism.

What is the way of life associated with urbanism?  Accord-
ing to German sociologist Ferdinard Tönnies (1957), social interaction prior 
to the Industrial Revolution was based on shared tradition. In rural settings, 
daily life revolved around family, common norms and values, and an interest 
in the welfare of all community members. Tönnies thought that urbanization 
creates a very different way of life. In urban society, he wrote, social inter-
action is impersonal and fragmented because most people with whom one 
interacts are strangers who share little common tradition.

Sociologists have both agreed and disagreed with Tönnies ever since he 
introduced this view of urbanism in 1887. According to Tönnies’s critics, the 
way of life in urban society is much more varied than he described it (Gans, 
1968). While some urbanites may have hardly any shared meanings on which 
to base social interaction with others (poor people, elderly people), many 
others share meanings on which they interact (members of ethnic neighbor-
hoods, members of artistic subcultures).

We need not worry about the outcome of this ongoing debate. It has been 
the subject of research for sociologists for a long time. What matters here is 
that this research is guided by ideas of symbolic interactionism.

http://glencoe.com
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SectionSection

Key Terms
collective 
behavior (p. 581)

collectivity (p. 581)
dispersed 
collectivity (p. 582)

rumor (p. 582)
urban 
legend (p. 582)

fad (p. 583)
fashion (p. 583)
mass 
hysteria (p. 584)

panic (p. 586)
crowd (p. 586)
mob (p. 587)
riot (p. 587)
contagion 
theory (p. 587)

emergent norm 
theory (p. 588)

convergence 
theory (p. 588)

collective behavior
the spontaneous behav-
ior of a group of people 
responding to similar 
stimuli

collectivity
collection of people who 
do not normally interact 
and who do not share 
clearly defi ned norms

These Brazilian soccer fans 
may be infl uencing each other’s 
behavior.

Collective Behavior
Section Preview
Collective behavior describes how people behave when they are united by 
a single short-term goal. Rumors, fads, fashions, mass hysteria, and panics 
are examples of collective behaviors. Crowds gather and behave in different 
ways depending on the stimuli and conditions present. Contagion theory 
and emergent norm theory describe crowd behavior. 

Defi ning Collective Behavior

The term collective behavior  refers to the spontaneous behavior of people 
who are responding to similar stimuli. Let’s look more closely at some of 

the terms in this defi nition. First, what is meant by collective? When sociolo-
gists use this term, they are referring to a large number of people who do not 
normally interact and who do not necessarily share clearly defi ned norms. 
Sociologists call such a gathering of people a collectivity.  Stimuli are out-
side events or persons that cause a response. Putting it all together, collective 
behavior involves spontaneous social interaction in which loosely connected 
participants infl uence one another’s behavior.

The study of collective behavior poses a large problem. Sociologists are 
used to studying structured, not unplanned, behavior. How are researchers 
going to investigate a social phenomenon that occurs spontaneously? In spite 
of this diffi culty, sociologists have developed fascinating theories of collective 



582    Unit 5  Social Change

behavior. It turns out that collective behavior involves more structure and 
rationality than appear on the surface. Sociologists identify several types of 
collective behavior. In the more structured forms, such as crowds and social 
movements, people are in physical contact. We will look at these interactions 
in the following sections. In a dispersed collectivity people are widely scat-
tered. Nevertheless, they are in some way following common rules or respond-
ing to common stimuli. Behavior among members of dispersed collectivities 
is not highly individualized:

When people are scattered about, they can communicate with one another in 
small clusters of people; all of the members of a public need not hear or see 
what every other member is saying or doing. And they can communicate in a 
variety of ways—by telephone, letter, Fax machine, computer linkup, as well 
as through second-, or third-, or fourth-hand talk in a gossip or rumor network 
(Goode, 1992:255).

Rumors, Legends, Fads, and Fashions
People will typically respond to certain information in similar ways, even 

when physically separated. Rumors, fads, and fashions are collective behaviors 
characteristic of dispersed collectivities.

What is a rumor?  A rumor is a widely circulating story of questionable 
truth. Rumors are usually spread by people about events or other people that 
are of great interest to themselves. The mass media exploit the public’s fasci-
nation with rumors. Entertainment magazines devote themselves exclusively 
to rock idols and movie stars; tabloid newspapers are loaded with suggestive 
guesswork, half-truths, and innuendos; even mainstream news publications 
offer accounts of the rich, famous, and offbeat. As these examples suggest, 
rumors and gossip are closely related.

You probably heard many rumors about what would happen when the 
clock struck midnight on the last day of 1999. According to these rumors, 
power grids would fail, elevators would stop working, and the stock market 
would crash as the year 2000 began. According to another rumor, a fast-food 
restaurant chain was increasing the protein content of its hamburgers by add-
ing ground worms. The media told us of murders, rapes, and beatings in 
the New Orleans Superdome following Hurricane Katrina. There were also 
rumors of anthrax, monkeypox, and various rashes. None of these rumors 
proved true; but they were spread and believed, in part, because they touched 
on people’s insecurities and anxieties.

How are urban legends started?  Related to rumors are what Jan 
Harold Brunvand calls urban legends (Brunvand, 1989). Urban legends are mor-
alistic tales passed along by people who swear the stories happened to some-
one they know or to an acquaintance of a friend or family member. Instead 
of fairy tales that take place in the far-distant past, urban legends take place 
in shopping malls, on city subways, and in schools. The tales often focus on 
current concerns and fears, such as AIDS and inner-city gangs. A typical story 
tells about a man who wakes up in a hotel room missing a kidney. Another 
describes alligators roaming the sewer systems of big cities. As cautionary tales, 
urban legends warn us against engaging in risky behaviors by pointing out 
what has supposedly happened to others who did what we might be tempted 
to try. Like rumors, urban legends permit us to play out some of our hidden 
fears and guilt feelings by being shocked and horrifi ed at others’ misfortune.

dispersed collectivity
collectivity made up of 
people who are not physically 
connected but who follow 
common rules or respond to  
common stimuli

urban legend
a moralistic tale that focuses 
on current concerns and fears 
of the city or suburb dweller

rumor
a widely circulating piece of 
information that is not verifi ed 
as being true or false

Salsa dancing has become 
popular again.
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Are fads long lasting?  A fad is an unusual behavior pattern that 
spreads rapidly, is embraced zealously, and then disappears after a short time. 
The widespread popularity of a fad rests largely on its novelty. Students in 
the early 1970s introduced the “streaking” fad—running naked across col-
lege grounds or through occupied classrooms. More recent fads include body 
piercing, tattoos, snowboarding, and oversized plain white T-shirts.

What are fashions?  Fads are adopted by a particular group; fashions 
are much more widespread. A fashion is a behavior pattern that is widely 
approved but is expected to change periodically. In the United States today, 
the “in” fashions for clothing are introduced seasonally and usually involve 
changes in such features as skirt length and lapel width. High school stu-
dents wishing to be fashionable wear the labels of Tommy Hilfi ger, FUBU, 
Abercrombie & Fitch, Gap, and Nike.

Fashion changes show up most often in items that involve personal 
appearance such as clothing, jewelry, and hairstyles; but automobile design, 
home decorating, architecture, and politics are also subject to fashion. Slang 
is a language-based fashion. Slang terms go in and out of favor very quickly 
(Lofl and, 1993). Cool, the cat’s pajamas, groovy, tubular, neat, tough, fi ne, awe-
some, rad, bad, phat, and sick are all slang terms of approval that were popular 
among young people of various decades.

fad
an unusual behavior pattern 
that spreads rapidly and dis-
appears quickly

fashion
a widely accepted behavior 
pattern that changes 
periodically

Fashion in dress is constantly changing. Can 
you identify each of these styles with a decade 
between 1960–2000?
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Mass Hysteria and Panics
Mass hysteria  exists when collective anxiety is created by acceptance 

of one or more false beliefs. Orson Welles’s famous “Men from Mars” radio 
broadcast in 1938, though based entirely on H. G. Wells’s novel The War of 
the Worlds, caused nationwide hysteria. About one million listeners became 
frightened or disturbed, and thousands of Americans hit the road to avoid 
the invading Martians. Telephone lines were jammed as people shared 
rumors, anxieties, fears, and escape plans (Houseman, 1948; Cantril, 1982; 
Barron, 1988).

A classic example of mass hysteria was the response to imagined witches 
in seventeenth-century Salem, Massachusetts, chronicled in Arthur Miller’s 
famous play, The Crucible. Twenty-two people labeled witches died—twenty 
by hanging—before the false testimony of several young girls began to be 

Firefi ghters raising the fl ag at the 
World Trade Center rescue site.

mass hysteria
collective anxiety created 
by the acceptance of one or 
more false beliefs

You fail a test, lose a boyfriend, have a minor auto accident, or suffer 
defeat by an archrival’s basketball team. You might well describe each of 
these occasions as a “disaster.” For sociologists, however, the term disas-
ter is limited to events with the following characteristics:

Extensive damage to property
Great loss of human life
Massive disruption to everyday living
Unpredictability and suddenness of a short-term event

 Researchers typically divide disasters into “natural disasters” such as 
fl oods, earthquakes, hurricanes and “technological accidents” such as 
airline crashes, nuclear plant meltdowns, and ship sinkings. But how can 
we classify the September 11, 2001, attacks on the World Trade Center in 
New York City and the Pentagon in Washington, D.C.? It was neither natu-
ral nor an accident. But, it had all the characteristics of a disaster. In fact, 
terrorism is introducing a new type of disaster, one that involves technol-
ogy and is intentionally caused by humans.
 The World Trade Center and Pentagon attacks obviously met the crite-
ria of a disaster. Less obviously, they also exposed as false many popular 
beliefs about human behavior in disasters. Let’s consider four such myths 
within the context of this national tragedy.

Victims of disasters panic. Contrary to this myth, disaster victims do 
not generally panic. While some individuals in disasters may panic and 
while mass panics may follow disasters, the prevailing response is one 
of general composure and problem-solving behavior. Some inside the 

Terrorist 
Attacks and 
Disaster Myths
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questioned. The mass hysteria dissipated only after the false beliefs were dis-
credited. There has been some hysteria in the United States regarding AIDS. 
A 1987 Gallup poll showed that a substantial proportion of Americans held 
false beliefs regarding the spread of AIDS—30 percent believed insect bites 
could spread the disease, 26 percent related the spread to food handling or 
preparation, 26 percent thought AIDS could be transmitted via drinking 
glasses, 25 percent saw a risk in being coughed or sneezed upon, and 18 per-
cent believed that AIDS could be contracted from toilet seats (Gallup, 1988). 
These mistaken ideas persisted on a widespread basis despite the medical 
community’s conclusion that AIDS is spread through sexual contact, by shar-
ing hypodermic needles, and by transfusion of infected blood. By the late 
1990s, knowledge, tolerance, compassion, and understanding of AIDS had 
increased enough that the frequency of these rumors dropped off.

World Trade Center did respond with incapacitat-
ing emotion. One secretary in shock, for example, 
had to be carried out by a fellow worker. Some 
people jumped from the towers. But the disaster 
failed to set off a widespread panic. Many who 
heeded the fi rst building-wide instructions died 
after calmly remaining in their offi ces. And many 
of the survivors remained as interested observ-
ers, forcing police to broadcast an urgent plea for 
them to hurry away for their own safety.
Disaster victims respond as isolated individuals. 
Typically, we picture disaster victims as individuals 
trying to save only themselves. Actually, according 
to research, people immediately engage in group 
efforts to help others. People in the World Trade 
Center with cell phones offered them to other 
victims desperate to call family or friends. Scores 
of New York police and over 300 fi refi ghters died 
while working together to rescue trapped victims.
Disaster victims leave the scene as soon as 
possible. Contrary to this myth, the majority of 
victims remain near the disaster site. Rather than 
fl eeing, most victims remained to help others, to 
witness the fi re and rescue efforts, or to think about 
returning to their offi ces. Large numbers of volun-
teers and off-site emergency personnel actually 
rushed to the scene. Bellevue Hospital at one point 
had fi ve doctors for each emergency ward patient. 
Four fi refi ghters who were playing golf on Staten 
Island saw the fi rst plane hit the north tower. Three of 

those four lost their lives in rescue efforts, and they 
were just a few of the hundreds of fi refi ghters who 
died after entering the disaster site. To help rescuers 
searching for survivors under the rubble, ironwork-
ers, many of whom had built the World Trade Center, 
labored together in 12-hour volunteer shifts clearing 
away twisted steel.
Crime is prevalent during disasters. Rather 
than increasing, crime actually decreases after a 
disaster. While some isolated instances of crimi-
nal behavior occur, the crime rate in a disaster 
falls. After the World Trade Center disaster, some 
looting in surrounding buildings was reported, 
and a Picasso drawing valued at $320,000 was 
stolen from a Madison Avenue art gallery. More 
importantly, the overall crime rate in New York 
City declined 34 percent in the week following 
the disaster. According to the NYPD, arrests were 
down 64 percent compared to the same seven 
days the previous years.

Doing Sociology
 1. Think of some event you formerly considered a 

disaster. Explain why it was not a disaster from a 
sociological viewpoint.

 2. Do you think that the behavior following the ter-
rorist attack on the World Trade Center is best 
explained by functionalism, confl ict theory, or 
symbolic interactionism? Explain your choice.



What is the difference between mass hysteria and a panic?  
A panic occurs when people react to a real threat in fearful, anxious, and often 
self-damaging ways. Panics usually occur in response to such unexpected events 
as fi res, invasions, and ship sinkings. Over 160 people, for example, died in the 
Kentucky Beverly Hills Supper Club in 1977 when a panic reaction to a fi re 
caused a jamming of the escape routes. Interestingly enough, people often do 
not panic after natural disasters such as earthquakes and fl oods. Although pan-
ics may occur at the outset, major natural catastrophes usually lead to highly 
structured behavior (Erikson, 1976; Dynes and Tierney, 1994).

Crowds
A crowd is a temporary collection of people who share an immediate 

common interest. The temporary residents of a large campground, each occu-
pied with his or her own activities, would not be considered a crowd. Sociolo-
gists would call this kind of gathering an aggregate. But if some stimulus, such 
as the landing of a hot-air balloon or the sudden appearance of a bear, drew 
the campers together, the aggregate would become a crowd.

People in a crowd often have no predefi ned ideas about the way they 
should behave. They do, however, share the urgent feeling that something 
either is about to happen or should be made to happen.

Are there different types of crowds?  Sociologist Herbert Blumer 
(1969a) has distinguished four basic types of crowds.

 1. A casual crowd is the least organized, least emotional, and most temporary 
type of crowd. Although the people in a casual crowd share some point 
of interest, it is minor and fades quickly. Members of a casual crowd may 
gather with others to observe the aftermath of an accident, to watch some-
one threatening to jump from a building, or to listen to a street rap group.

 2. A conventional crowd has a specifi c purpose and follows accepted norms for 
appropriate behavior. People watching a fi lm, taking a chartered fl ight to 
a university ball game, or observing a tennis match are in conventional 
crowds. As in casual crowds, there is little interaction among members of 
conventional crowds.

 3. Expressive crowds have no signifi cant or long-term purpose beyond 
unleashing emotion. Their members are collectively caught up in a domi-
nating, all-encompassing mood of the moment. Free expression of emo-
tion—yelling, crying, laughing, jumping—is the main characteristic of this 
type of crowd. Hysterical fans at a rock concert, the multitude gathered at 
Times Square on New Year’s Eve, and the some 250,000 Americans at the 
Woodstock music festival in 1999 are all examples of expressive crowds.

 4. Finally, a crowd that takes some action toward a target is an acting crowd. 
This type of crowd concentrates intensely on some objective and engages 
in aggressive behavior to achieve it. Protestors at the 2005 Group of 
Eight economic summit in Edinburgh, Scotland, were an acting crowd. 
Although the protests involved many groups with various objectives, they 
all shared the goal of putting an end to poverty (Gardiner, 2005). A con-
ventional crowd may become an acting crowd, as when European soccer 
fans abandon the guidelines for spectators in order to attack the offi cials. 
Similarly, an expressive crowd may become an acting one, as in the case of 
celebrating Super Bowl fans who wind up overturning cars and destroying 
property. Mobs are acting crowds, as are crowds engaging in riots.

Each of these photos can be 
associated with a type of crowd. 
Which photo shows an acting 
crowd?

crowd
a temporary collection 
of people who share an 
immediate common interest

panic
reaction to a real threat in 
fearful, anxious, and often 
self-damaging ways

586 
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What are mobs and riots?  A mob is an emotionally stimulated, 
disorderly crowd that is ready to use destructiveness and violence to achieve 
a purpose. A mob knows what it wants to do and considers all other things 
distractions. In fact, individuals who are tempted to deviate from the mob’s 
purpose are pressured to conform. Concentration on the main event is main-
tained by strong leadership.

Mobs have a long and violent history. Many students are familiar with the 
scenes of mob actions described by Charles Dickens in the classic story A Tale 
of Two Cities. The formation of mobs is not limited to revolutions, however. 
During the mid-1700s, American colonists mobbed tax collectors as well as 
other political offi cials appointed by the British. During the Civil War, hun-
dreds of people were killed or injured as armed mobs protested against the 
Union Army’s draft. Mobs in the United States have acted as judges, juries, and 
executioners in the lynching of African Americans (as well as some whites) 
since the end of the nineteenth century.

Some acting crowds, although engaged in deliberate destructiveness and 
violence, do not have the mob’s sense of common purpose. These episodes 
of crowd destructiveness and violence are called riots.  Riots involve a much 
wider range of activities than mob action. Whereas a mob surges to burn a 
particular building, to lynch an individual, or to throw bombs at a govern-
ment offi cial’s car, rioters often direct their violence and destructiveness at 
targets simply because they are convenient. People who participate in riots 
typically lack power and engage in destructive behavior as a way to express 
their frustrations. A riot, usually triggered by a single event, is best under-
stood within the context of long-standing tensions.

Ghetto riots tore through many large American cities during the summer 
of 1967. The riots occurred against a background of massive unemployment, 
uncaring slum landlords, poverty, discrimination, and charges of police bru-
tality. In 1989, thousands of angry citizens stormed the secret police head-
quarters in East Berlin. Although no one was killed or injured, the protest 
aroused widespread fear that the country was about to drop into anarchy 
(Bierman, 1990). In 1992, police offi cers charged in the beating of Rodney 
King in Los Angeles were acquitted by a jury. In the aftermath of the acquit-
tals, Los Angeles experienced America’s deadliest riots in twenty-fi ve years. 
Two days of rioting left the City of Angels with at least 53 dead, over 2,000 
injured, over 16,000 arrested, and an estimated $800 million in damage from 
looting and burning (Duke and Escobar, 1992; Mathews, 1992).

Theories of Crowd Behavior
Theories have been developed to explain crowd behavior. The three most 

important are contagion theory, emergent norm theory and convergence theory.

What is contagion theory?  Contagion often refers to the spread of 
disease from person to person. Accordingly, contagion theory focuses on the 
spread of emotion in a crowd. As emotional intensity in the crowd increases, 
people temporarily lose their individuality to the “will” of the crowd. This 
makes it possible for a charismatic or manipulative leader to direct crowd 
behavior, at least initially.

Contagion theory has its roots in the classic 1895 work of Gustave Le 
Bon (originally published in 1895). Le Bon was a French aristocrat who dis-
dained crowds made up of the masses. People in crowds, Le Bon thought, 
were reduced to a nearly subhuman level.

mob
emotional crowd ready to use 
violence for a specifi c purpose

riot
episode of largely random 
destruction and violence 
carried out by a crowd

contagion theory
theory stating that members 
of crowds stimulate each 
other to higher and higher 
levels of emotion and irratio-
nal behavior

Riots occurred in 1992 in Los 
Angeles after the acquittals of 
four white offi cers accused of the 
beating of African American
motorist Rodney King. This 
looter took advantage of the riot 
to add to her wardrobe.
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By the mere fact that he forms part of an organized crowd, a man descends 
several rungs in the ladder of civilization. Isolated, he may be a cultivated 
individual; in a crowd, he is a barbarian—that is, a creature acting by 
instinct. He possesses the spontaneity, the violence, the ferocity, and also the 
enthusiasm and heroism of primitive beings (Le Bon, 1960:32).

Herbert Blumer (1969a) has offered another version of contagion theory. 
Blumer avoids Le Bon’s elitist bias but still implies that crowds are irratio-
nal and out of control. For Blumer, the basic process in crowds is a “circular 
reaction”—people mutually stimulating one another. This process includes 
three stages. In milling, the fi rst stage, people move around in an aimless and 
random fashion, much like excited herds of cattle or sheep. Through milling, 
people become increasingly aware of and sensitive to one another; they enter 
something akin to a hypnotic trance. All of this prepares the crowd to act in 
a concerted and spontaneous way.

The second stage, collective excitement, is a more intense form of milling. At 
this stage, crowd members become impulsive, unstable, and highly respon-
sive to the actions and suggestions of others. Individuals begin to lose their 
personal identities and take on the identity of the crowd.

The last stage, social contagion, is an extension of the other stages. Behav-
ior in this stage involves rigid, unthinking, and nonrational transmission of 
mood, impulse, or behavior. We see such behavior, for example, when fans 
at soccer games in Europe launch attacks on referees that disrupt games and 
leave people injured or even killed. Taking a less extreme case, people at auc-
tions can fi nd themselves buying objects of little or no value to them because 
they have become caught up in the excitement of bidding.

What is emergent norm theory?  Sociologists today realize that 
much crowd behavior, even in mobs, is actually very rational (McPhail, 1991). 
Emergent norm theory  stresses the similarity between daily social behavior 
and crowd behavior. In both situations, norms guide behavior (Turner, 1964; 
Turner and Killian, 1987). So even within crowds, rules develop. These rules 
are emergent norms because the crowd participants are not aware of the rules 
until they fi nd themselves in a particular situation. The norms develop on the 
spot as crowd participants pick up cues for expected behavior. 

Contagion theory proposes a collective mind that motivates members of 
the crowd to act. According to emergent norm theory, people in a crowd are 
present for a variety of reasons. Hence, they do not all behave in the same 
way. Conformity may be active (some people in a riot may take home as 
many watches and rings as they can carry) or passive (others may simply 
not interfere with the looters, although they take nothing for themselves). 
In Nazi Germany, for instance, some people destroyed the stores of Jewish 
merchants, while others watched silently. 

What is convergence theory?  Both the contagion and emergent 
norm theories of crowd behavior assume that individuals are merely respond-
ing to those around them. It may be a more emotional response (as in con-
tagion theory) or a more rational response (as in emergent norm theory). In 
other words, the independent variable in crowd behavior is the crowd itself. 
In contrast, in convergence theory,  crowds are formed by people who delib-
erately congregate with others who they know to be like-minded. According 
to convergence theory the independent variable in crowd behavior is the 
desire of people with a common interest to come together.

emergent norm theory
theory stating that norms 
develop to guide crowd 
behavior

convergence theory
theory that states that crowds 
are formed by people who 
deliberately congregate with 
like-minded others

Riot police offi cers look at a fi re 
set by fans during a 1996 soc-
cer game in Athens. How does 
contagion theory describe the 
behavior that led to the fi re?
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There have been many instances of crowds gathering in front of clinics to 
discourage abortions. This behavior, say convergence theorists, does not sim-
ply occur because people happened to be at the same place and are infl uenced 
by others. Such a crowd is motivated to form because of shared values, beliefs, 
and attitudes (Berk, 1974).

Section      Assessment

 1. How is a dispersed collectiv-
ity different from other types 
of collectivities?

 2. Some observers at a lynching 
do not participate but do not 
attempt to stop the lynch-
ing. Which of the following 
theories of crowd behavior 
best explains this?

 a. contagion theory
 b. crowd decision theory
 c. emergent norm theory
 d. convergence theory

Critical Thinking
 3. Making Generalizations  Rumors 

may or may not be true. Do 
you think most rumors turn 
out to be false? Why or why 
not?

 4. Applying Concepts  Identify a 
current rumor, fad, or fash-
ion. Explain why it is part of 
a dispersed collectivity.

 5. Applying Concepts  Think of a 
crowd you have been part 
of, and identify it as one 
of the four types of crowds 
described in the text. Provide 
examples of behavior within 
the crowd (yours or someone 
else’s) that illustrate why it 
was that particular type.

Many Americans have visited 
the memorial site in Oklahoma 
City. It commemorates the 1995 
terrorist bombing that destroyed 
a U.S. government complex, kill-
ing 168 people. How does this 
behavior relate to convergence 
theory for crowd behavior?
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Even before e-mail and the Internet, rumors spread like wildfi re. Now, with 
instantaneous and multiple communications, there is virtually no limit to 
how fast a rumor can travel. A recent example demonstrates how quickly 
rumors can spread through the Internet.
 The “gangsta” rapper Tupac Shakur was shot four times while riding in 
a car on the Las Vegas strip. A week after his death, a rumor surfaced that 
he was still alive. This rumor became so widespread on the Internet that 
the television show Nightline reported it. Nightline gave no credence to 
the story, but it found the rumor itself worth reporting. The rumor is still 
believed by many of Shakur’s fans.

   The Internet has rumors, gossip, and conspiracy 
theories to satisfy almost any taste. Conspiracy Nation, 
a magazine devoted to conspiracy theories, has a Web 
site that describes dozens of rumors about plots. A recent 
offering, for example, asserts that the newly designed $20 
bill contains a tiny “chip” that will allow the “surveillance 
society” to track Americans’ activities. Other articles have 
examined a variety of theories on political assassinations 
and suicides. E-mail chain letters spread rumors ranging 
from impending doom caused by various computer viruses 
to tales of free vacations and cash prizes (Long, 2005). 
Clearly the Internet can accelerate and magnify the effects 
of such rumors.
   And the effects of rumors can be serious. One recent 
Internet rumor charged that a fl oor-cleaning product 
sold by one of the nation’s largest and most well-known 
consumer product manufacturers was responsible for the 
deaths of some household pets. Even though poison 
experts at the American Society for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Animals later proved this charge false, it has not 

been easy for the company to put the rumor to rest (O’Donnell, 2005).
 Such damage can now occur overnight, be long lasting, and even 
become irreversible. Some companies fear that trying to disprove rumors 
can actually make matters worse. And rumors have become so rampant on 
the Internet that there now exist a number of sites whose sole purpose is 
to debunk them, including Snopes.com and Hoaxbusters.org. Still, perhaps 
the best advice to follow when there is no clear line between fact and 
fi ction on the Internet is, “Let the reader beware!”

Analyzing the Trends
How credible are Internet sources? What criteria can you use to 
evaluate them?

Rumors at 
Warp Speed

The rapper Tupac Shakur was 
widely rumored to still be alive 
a week after he was shot to 
death on the Las Vegas strip. 
This rumor was spread on the 
Internet.
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SectionSection

Key Terms
social 
movement (p. 591)

revolutionary 
movement (p. 592)

reformative 
movement (p. 592)

redemptive 
movement (p. 592)

alternative 
movement (p. 593)

value-added 
theory (p. 593)

resource 
mobilization 
theory (p. 596)

social movement
movement whose goal is 
to promote or prevent 
social change; the most 
structured and rational 
form of collective behavior

Social Movements
Section Preview
Social movements are more permanent and more organized than other types 
of collectivities. Theories to explain how social movements develop include 
value-added theory and resource mobilization theory.

The Nature of Social Movements

The social movement  is the most highly structured, rational, and endur-
ing form of collective behavior. Several defi ning elements characterize 

social movements.

a large number of people

a common goal to promote or prevent social change

structured organization with commonly recognized leaders

activity sustained over a relatively long time period

Examples of past and present social movements include the American 
Revolution, abolitionism, the suffragist movement, the pro-life and pro-
choice movements, and the environmental movement.

Most social movements are started to stimulate change. As the defi nition 
indicates, however, a social movement may instead oppose change. Conserva-
tive political and fundamen-
talist religious organizations, 
for example, are engaged in 
a concerted effort to oppose 
abortion (Hull et al., 2004). 
The National Rifl e Associa-
tion has focused its resources 
and membership on block-
ing certain gun control leg-
islation (Walsh and Suro, 
1999; Patrick, 2003).

A very human need to belong 
is a prime motivator for 
joining social movements. 
What other motivations might 
be responsible for causing 
a person to join a social 
movement?

Listen—just take one of our brochures and see 
what we’re all about . . . In the meantime, you 

may wish to ask yourself, “Am I a happy cow?”
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Primary Types of Social Movements
Despite commonalities, various social movements have unique charac-

teristics. It is diffi cult to compare the civil rights movement with the envi-
ronmental movement. This has led sociologists to study differences between 
social movements. David Aberle (1991) has identifi ed four basic types of 
social movements.

A revolutionary movement attempts to change a society totally. The 
American Revolution was one of the most successful revolutionary move-
ments in history. Another example is the revolutionary movement led by 
Mao Zedong in China. As a result of Mao’s revolutionary movement, a 
communist government was instituted.

A reformative movement  aims to effect more limited changes in a soci-
ety. The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (an anti-alcohol organiza-
tion founded in 1874) and the antiwar movement of the 1960s illustrate 
this type of social movement.

A redemptive movement focuses on changing people completely. The 
religious cult of David Koresh (the Branch Davidians) was a redemptive 
movement.

Figure 17.3 Major Forms of Collective Behavior

revolutionary movement
a social movement that 
attempts to change the total 
structure of society

reformative movement
a social movement that 
attempts to make limited 
changes in society

redemptive movement
a social movement that 
seeks to change people 
completely

Behavior

Rumor

Urban legend

Fad

Fashion

Crowd

Mob

Riot

Social movement

Defi nition

A widely circulating piece of information 
that is not verified as being true or false

A moralistic tale that focuses on 
current concerns and fears of the city 
or suburban dweller

An unusual behavior pattern that 
spreads rapidly and disappears quickly 
(although it may reappear)

A widely accepted behavior pattern 
that changes periodically

A temporary collection of people who 
share an immediate interest

An emotional crowd ready to use 
violence for a specific purpose

An episode of largely random 
destruction and violence carried out 
by a crowd

Movement whose goal is to promote 
or prevent social change

Example

Continuously repeated prediction that 
airplanes would crash on a massive scale 
on January 1, 2000

Fierce alligators in New York City’s sewer 
system

Body piercing

Nike shoes

New Year’s celebrants at Times Square in 
New York City

Lynch mob

Destructive behavior following the acquit-
tal of police officers who were filmed using 
extreme force against Rodney King

Civil Rights movement
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An alternative movement  seeks only limited changes in people. Zero 
Population Growth (renamed Population Connection), an organization 
that fi rst began in the late 1960s, illlustrates such a movement. It attempts 
to persuade people to limit the size of their families. It does not advocate 
sweeping lifestyle changes, however; nor does it advocate legal penalties 
for large families.

Theories of Social Movements
Because of the highly structured nature of social movements, sociologists 

have been able to analyze this form of collective behavior. Two major theories 
of social movements have evolved. One is value-added theory, and the other is
resource mobilization theory.

What is value-added theory?  Before discussing value-added theory, 
we need to understand the concept of adding value. In the value-added process, 
each step in the creation of a product contributes, or adds value, to the fi nal 
entity. Neil Smelser, the sociologist who originated the value-added theory of 
social movements, gives an example involving automobile production.

An example of [the value-added process] is the conversion of iron ore into fi n-
ished automobiles by a number of stages of processing. Relevant stages would 
be mining, smelting, tempering, shaping, and combining the steel with other 
parts, painting, delivering to retailer, and selling. Each stage “adds its value” 
to the fi nal cost of the fi nished product. The key element in this example is 
that the earlier stages must combine according to a certain pattern before the 
next stage can contribute its particular value to the fi nished product, an auto-
mobile. Painting, in order to be effective as a “determinant” in shaping the 
product, has to “wait” for the completion of the earlier processes. Every stage 
in the value-added process, therefore, is a necessary condition for the appropri-
ate and effective condition of value in the next stage (Smelser, 1971:13–14).

Smelser used this process as a model to understand social movements. 
The value-added theory  identifi es six conditions that must exist in order for 
social movements to occur.

Demonstrators, with banners in 
hand, ride a truck en route to 
Tiananmen Square to protest for 
democracy and human rights in 
Beijing, China, in 1989. Explain 
the type of social movement this 
demonstration best illustrates.

alternative movement
a social movement that 
focuses on bringing about 
limited changes in people

value-added theory
theory holding that certain 
conditions must exist for social 
movements to occur
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Figure 17.4 Hot Buttons for 
College Activists
According to Robert Merton, 
protest movements are reactions 
on structural strains of burning 
importance. College activists 
have been moved to action by 
different structural strains since 
the 1960s.

Source: U. The National College 
Magazine (February, 2000).

This famous photograph of the 
tragic antiwar demonstrations 
at Kent State University in 1970 
captured the attention of the 
nation.

 1. Structural conduciveness. The environment must be social-movement 
friendly. The college student demonstrations in the 1960s and 1970s 
occurred because of the war in Vietnam, yes, but also because most 
college campuses had convenient sites for rallies and protest meetings. 

 2. Structural strains. A second condition promoting the emergence of a 
social movement is the presence of confl icts, ambiguities, and discrep-
ancies within a society. Without some form of strain, there is no stimu-
lus for change. A key discrepancy in the antiwar movement case was the 
government’s continued stance that there was no war (no legal war had 
been declared), despite the vast resources being devoted to battle and 
the obvious combat casualties. (Figure 17.4 identifi es major structural 
strains that have mobilized college students since the 1960s.)

 3. Generalized beliefs. Generalized beliefs include a general recognition that 
there is a problem and agreement that something should be done to fi x 
it. Two shared beliefs were crucial to the antiwar movement. One was 
the belief that the Johnson and Nixon administrations were not telling 
the truth about the war. Another was that the Vietnam War was so mor-
ally wrong that it had to be stopped.

 4. Precipitating factors. One or more signifi cant events must occur to galva-
nize people into action. On April 30, 1970, President Nixon ordered 

the invasion of the neutral country of 
Cambodia. This event was a show of force 
to the North Vietnamese government 
with which the United States government 
was negotiating to end the war.

 5.  Mobilization of participants for action. Once 
the fi rst four conditions exist, the only 
remaining step is to get the people mov-
ing. Massive demonstrations were part of 
the political furor the Cambodian inva-
sion provoked. More than 100,000 oppo-
nents of the Vietnam War marched on 
Washington, D.C. Hundreds of colleges 
were forced to close as a result of strikes 
by 1.5 million students.
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 6. Social control. The sixth determinant of a social movement is ineffective 
social control. Actions of the media, police, courts, community leaders, 
and political offi cials can lead to the success or failure of a social move-
ment. If the right kind of force is applied, a potential social movement 
may be prevented, even though the fi rst fi ve determinants are present. 
Efforts to control the situation may block the social movement, mini-
mize its effects, or make matters worse. Efforts to control the antiwar 
movement, for example, were actually counterproductive. During the 
student antiwar protests following the Cambodian invasion, the Ohio 
National Guard, mobilized by the governor of Ohio, killed four students 

Interpreting the Map
 1. Relate strain theory, the 

women’s movement, and 
increased female labor 
force participation.

 2. How does your state 
compare with other states 
in terms of female employ-
ment? Describe.

Women in the Workplace
The number of women in the U.S. workplace is related to social change 
and social movements. The U.S. female workforce shot up during World 
War II. Once the soldiers returned home, however, a large percentage 
of those working women quit work to raise families. Owing in part to the 
women’s rights movement, the U.S. has seen a resurgence of women 
entering the workforce. This map shows the percentage of women in each 
state who are active in the labor force.

Source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 
Statistical Abstract of the United 
States, 2006
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and wounded at least nine others on the Kent State University campus. 
Two African American students were killed during an antiwar protest at 
Jackson State University in Mississippi. Such heavy-handedness on the 
part of politicians and law enforcement offi cials only stimulated further 
protest that hastened the ending of the war.

What is resource mobilization theory?  Resource mobilization
theory focuses on the process through which members of a social movement 
secure and use the resources needed to advance their cause. Resources include 
human skills such as leadership, organizational ability, and labor power, as 
well as material goods such as money, property, and equipment (Cress and 
Snow, 1996; McCarthy and Wolfson, 1996).

The civil rights movement of the 1960s succeeded primarily because of 
the leadership and commitment of African Americans, but white Americans 
also contributed time, money, and energy to the cause. In recent years, gays, 
too, have achieved greater equality.  This achievement can be traced to active 
support from a broad segment of American society. Today, many more Ameri-
cans support equal rights for gays than did so in the 1950s.

Section      Assessment

 1. How would a sociologist 
defi ne the term social 
movement?

 2. Which of the following is 
an example of a reformative 
social movement?

 a. the French Revolution
 b. Zero Population Growth 

(Population Connection)
 c. the Branch Davidians
 d. Woman’s Christian 

Temperance Union

 3. How is Smelser’s theory 
of social movements an 
example of the value-added 
process?

 4. Briefl y explain the resource 
mobilization theory of social 
movements.

Critical Thinking
 5. Synthesizing Information  If you 

wished to mount a social 
movement to change some 
U.S. policy (i.e., air pollu-
tion limits), which theory 
of social change would most 
likely guide your strategy? 
Explain why you would 
select a particular theory and 
how it would guide your 
approach.

resource mobilization 
theory

theory of social movements 
that focuses on the use of 
resources to achieve goals

People throughout the United States donated money 
to help the victims of Hurricane Katrina in 2005. 
Relate this behavior to resource mobililzation theory.
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Chapter

Assessment1717
Summary

Section 1: Social Change
Main Idea:  Social change refers to new behav-
iors that have long-term and relatively important 
consequences. Discovery, invention, and diffu-
sion are the major social processes through which 
social change occurs. Important agents of social 
change are technology, population, the natural 
environment, revolution, and war.

Section 2:  Th eoretical Perspec-
tives on Social Change

Main Idea:  The functionalist perspective 
depicts societies as relatively stable. According 
to the confl ict perspective, societies are unstable 
systems that are constantly undergoing change. 
Symbolic interactionism identifi es decreasing 
shared values as a source of social instability.

Section 3: Collective Behavior
Main Idea:  Collective behavior describes 
how people behave when they are united by a 
single short-term goal. Rumors, fads, fashions, 
mass hysteria, and panics are examples of collec-
tive behaviors. Contagion theory and emergent 
norm theory describe crowd behavior.

Section 4: Social Movements
Main Idea:  Social movements are more per-
manent and more organized than other types of 
collectives. Theories to explain how social move-
ments develop include value-added theory and 
resource mobilization theory.

Self-Check Quiz
Visit the Sociology and You Web site at 
glencoe.com and click on Chapter 17—
Self-check Quizzes to prepare for the 
chapter test.

 1. New societal behaviors with long-term and 

relatively important consequences are called 

________ .

 2. ________ is the knowledge and hardware used 

to achieve practical goals.

 3. ________ is a type of social movement that 

may involve the violent toppling of a political 

regime.

 4. The spontaneous and unstructured social be-

havior of people who are responding to similar 

stimuli is known as ________ .

 5. ________ is a widely circulating story of ques-

tionable truth.

 6. The unusual behavior patterns that spread rap-

idly, are embraced zealously, and then disap-

pear in a short time are called ________ .

 7. ________ are behavior patterns that are widely 

approved but expected to change periodically.

 8. A temporary collection of people who share a 

common interest is known as a ________ .

 9. ________ emphasizes the irrationality of 

crowds, created when members stimulate 

one another to higher and higher levels of 

emotional intensity.

 10. ________ stresses the similarity between daily 

social behavior and crowd behavior.

 11. The form of collective behavior that has the 

most structure is called ________ .

 a. social movement 
 b. contagion theory 
 c. rumor 
 d. revolution 
 e. fashions 
 f. fads

 g. crowd
 h. collective behavior
 i. emergent norm 

theory
 j. social change

 k. technology

Reviewing Vocabulary
Complete each sentence using each term once.

http://glencoe.com
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Chapter

Assessment
Reviewing the Facts
 12. Use a diagram similar to the one below to show 

the cause and effect relationship between the 
three major social processes and social change.

 13. Identify and describe the three theories of crowd 
behavior.

 14. What are the fi ve important agents of social 
change?

 15. In your own words explain the value-added 
theory of social movements.

 16. List and describe the four primary types of social 
movements.

 17. Explain the resource mobilization theory of social 
movements.

Thinking Critically
 18. Applying Concepts 

Once upon a time, a family decided to grow 
orange trees. After several years of hard work, the 
fi rst oranges appeared. Every year after that, when 
the oranges appeared, the father would say, 
“Everyone is entitled to choose one orange from 
the crop.” The business thrived and expanded. 
The children were puzzled that even when the 
orange grove had grown, they were allowed 
only one orange a year. Finally, when there were 
grandchildren, one of them said, “Grandpa, 
every year we produce hundreds of thousands of 
oranges, and every year you tell us that we can 
have only one orange. Why is that?” Grandpa 
replied, “Because that’s the way it’s always been.” 
How is this story a metaphor for society?

 19. Analyzing Visuals
Social change follows from many different types 
of causes—a political policy, a social movement, 
or new technology. Analyze this cartoon in view 
of what your chapter has explained about the 
agents of social change. What feeling about this 
change does the cartoonist convey by his draw-
ing? Write a short paragraph that explains how 
the specifi c change depicted in the cartoon might 
affect other aspects of American life.

 20. Evaluating Information 
In this country, it is common to read about ru-
mors, especially in tabloid newspapers and televi-
sion programs. How justifi ed are newspapers and 
news reporters in publicizing unverifi ed informa-
tion? Should viewers be responsible for evaluating 
the information themselves? Should the news 
sources be penalized for not investigating or 
verifying rumors? What are the consequences for 
society if news sources are not reliable?

 21. Analyzing Information 
Television shows often mirror social changes. 
Sometimes, these changes have not yet reached 
the mainstream culture. What role do you think 
television has in changing society? Do you think 
its infl uence is more positive or negative?

1717

 Pat Bagley/Salt Lake Tribune/Cagle Cartoons

Social Processes

Social Change
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 22. Drawing Conclusions 
Twenty years ago, body piercing (other than 
for earrings) was considered deviant behavior. 
Today, it is fast becoming a social norm. Is body 
piercing a fad or a fashion? What factors might 
cause a behavior that is not desirable in one 
generation become acceptable?

Sociology Projects
 23. Fads 

Look through old and new magazines for 
examples of fads that have appeared since you 
were born. Create a collage illustrating those 
fads. Are some of them still around? Ask your 
parents or grandparents what some fads were 
when they were teenagers. Find pictures and 
make a poster to explain the fads.

 24. Social Movements 
In the chapter, you read about the primary 
types of social movements. The table below 
reports a 1999 survey of public opinion about 
seven social changes. On a sheet of paper, iden-
tify which type of social movement each one 
represents and why you think so. Then in small 
groups develop a list of current social changes. 
Conduct an informal survey on students’ atti-
tudes towards them. Finally, share your fi nd-
ings with the rest of the class. 

 25. Technology 
Over the next few days, look for new technolo-
gies that have initiated social changes within 
the last fi ve years. For example, podcasting is 
a fairly new technological invention. Make a 
list of such items, including things that you 
have heard are coming but have not yet been 
released. For each item write down what earlier 
development made the new item possible. For 
example, high-defi nition TV was a result of 
knowledge gained from aerospace satellite proj-
ects. Share your fi ndings with classmates. You 
will probably be amazed at how extensive your 
list is. Post it in the classroom, and add to it as 
you hear about more changes.

 26. Rumors and the Media 
As an extension to “Thinking Critically,” 
question 20, consider and list the options that 
a news reporter has when he or she receives 
unverifi ed stories to report. Suggest possible 
consequences associated with each option.

Technology Activity
 27. Jan Harold Brunvand coined the term urban 

legend to describe a type of rumor that is long 
lasting and widely believed. This term is com-
monly used now, and if you search the Inter-
net, you will fi nd many sites devoted to this 
subject.

  a.  Select a few of the web sites (two good ones 
are at www.urbanlegends.com/ and www.
snopes2.com/) and review them. Be prepared 
to share one or two of them with your class.

  b.  What common elements do these urban leg-
ends have? Do your observations correspond 
with those of Urbanlegends.com?

  c.  What role do you think the Internet plays in 
spreading these urban legends?

  A Change for 
the... Better Worse

No
Difference

Don’t 
Know

  Civil rights 
movement

85%   5%    8% 3%

  Women in the 
workplace

83 10 6 1

  Growth of 
suburbs

52 21 21 6

 Rock and roll 45 23 27 5

  Legalized 
abortion

34 42 17 7

  More acceptance 
of divorce

30 53 13 4

  Wide use of 
credit cards

22 68 7 3
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On a typical day at the end of 2004, some 70 million American adults 
logged onto the internet to use email, get news, access government infor-
mation, check out health and medical information, participate in auctions, 
book travel reservations, research their genealogy, gamble, seek out roman-
tic partners and engage in countless other activities. That represents a 37% 
increase from the 52 million adults who were online on an average day in 
2000 when the Pew Internet & American Life Project began its study of 
online life. . . .

The New Normal 
The Web has become the “new normal” in the American way of life; those 
who don’t go online constitute an ever-shrinking minority. And as the online 
population has grown rapidly, its composition has changed rapidly. At the 
infant stage, the internet’s user population was dominated by young, white 
men who had high incomes and plenty of education. As it passed into its 
childhood years in 1999 and 2000, the population went mainstream; women 
reached parity  with men online, lots more minority families joined the party, 
and more people with modest levels of income and education came online. 
 This transition altered the internet’s social environment. These early 
adopters loved the liberation they got from being online. They liked the fact 
that they could get news from nontraditional sources. . . . These early adopt-
ers wanted to topple all manner of institutions and establish a new order in 
virtual space. They had a utopian sense of the transformative power of the 
new technology. 
 The later adopters are not looking to this technology to overturn the 
existing order. They like the internet because it can make them more pro-
ductive and more connected. Theirs is an unsentimental outlook. . . .
 Now we are in the midst of yet another important change in the inter-
net—the rapid switchover from dial-up access to high-speed broadband 
connections. More than half of Americans who go online now have access to 
always-on connections at home or work, and they are different kinds of users 
than those with dial-up connections. They spend more time online. They 
do more online activities, especially those that exploit bigger information 
“pipelines,” such as accessing streaming video. They are much more likely to 
create content and share it with the rest of the online population. And they 
report greater levels of satisfaction with the role of the internet in their lives. 

Who Goes Online—and Why 
No matter how fast an online connection they have, different people still 
use the internet in different ways. For example, online men are more likely 
than online women to use the internet to get news, check out sports and 

The Internet 
and Social 
Change

Since 2000, the Pew 
Internet & American Life 
Project has conducted 
surveys of Americans 
concerning their Internet 
experiences. Here are some 
of the latest fi ndings.

parity
state of being equivalent
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execute fi nancial transactions. In contrast, online women are more likely to 
get health information and religious news and to use email to maintain and 
deepen personal relationships. African-Americans are among the most likely 
to get religious and spiritual information, while Latinos are among the most 
likely to access cultural material, such as information about music. . . .

Social Impact of the Internet 
Over the years the Pew Internet & American Life Project has regularly asked 
people to describe what impact the internet has had on the way they lead 
their lives. Here is what they have told us: 
 The internet enhances social interaction. People use email to deepen 
their connection to the people they like and love and increase the volume 
of communication they have with them. Email users, especially women, feel 
they are working on relationships and tending to their social networks as 
they exchange email. 
 The internet is more than a bonding agent; it is also a bridging agent for 
creating and sustaining community. Some 84% of internet users, or close to 
100 million people, belong to groups that have an online presence. More 
than half have joined those groups since getting internet access; those who 
were group members before getting access say their use of the internet has 
bound them closer to the group. Members of online groups also say the 
internet increases the chances that they will interact with people outside 
their social class, racial group or generational cohort. . . .
 The internet changes the way people deal with health issues. E-patients 
are creating a new health-care environment in which the traditional medi-
cal model—ruled by the all-wise doctor who tells patients what is best for 
them—is being challenged by a new model in which empowered patients 
can access large amounts of medical information, advice and support 
online, and act as partners with their doctors in making health-care deci-
sions for themselves and their loved ones. 
 The internet creates new online town squares and civic storms. The 
widely varying information sources that are available online, combined with 
the new opportunities that the internet creates for civic participation, have 
begun to reshape politics and community life. Nowhere was that more 
evident than in the rapid rise of blogs during the 2004 campaign. Political 
bloggers serve up a boiling caldron  of facts, rumors, commentaries, 
conspiracy theories, ideological screeds  and media criticisms. The new-
found importance of blogs was also illustrated early in 2005 by their use in 
linking communities in Southeast Asia with the rest of the world after the 
devastation caused by the year-end tsunami. 
 The internet enhances the relationship of citizens to their government. 
E-government applications are growing in popularity with online Americans.
For instance, 38 million have sent email to government offi cials to try 
to infl uence policy decisions and another 29 million have researched or 
applied for government benefi ts on government Web sites. Many report 
that the convenience and usefulness of these sites have improved their 
perceptions of how government functions. 

Read and React
 1. How do men and women 

tend to differ in their use of 
the Internet?

 2. How has the Internet 
changed the way people 
deal with health issues?

 3. How has the Internet 
changed people’s percep-
tions of how government 
functions?

Source: Lee Rainie and John 
Horrigan, “A Decade of Adoption: 
How the Internet Has Woven Itself 
into American Life.” Pew Internet & 
American Life Project, January 25, 2005, 
http://207.21.232.103/PPF/r/148/
report_display.asp

caldron
cauldron; large kettle

screed
informal piece of writing
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