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birth and do not change during an individual’s lifetime. 
For example, while a few people undergo sex change 
operations, for most people sex is an ascribed char-
acteristic. Ascribed statuses are assigned to a person 
without regard for personal desires, talents, or choices. 
In some societies, the caste or social position into 
which one is born (e.g., “Untouchables” or “Dalits” in 
India) is an ascribed status because it is usually impos-
sible to change within one’s lifetime.

Achieved status, on the other hand, is chosen or 
earned by the decisions one makes and sometimes 
by personal ability. Attaining a higher education, 
for example, improves an individual’s occupational 
opportunities and thus his or her achieved status. 
Being a guitarist in a band is an achieved status, and so 
is being a criminal, for both are earned positions based 
on the person’s own decisions and actions.

At a particular time in life or under certain circum-
stances, one of an individual’s statuses may become 
most important and take precedence over others; 
this is called a master status. Whether it is an occupa-
tion, parental status, or something else, it dominates 
and shapes much of an individual’s life, activities, self-
concept, and position in the community for a period 
of time. For a person who is very ill, for instance, that 
illness may occupy a master status, needing constant 
attention from doctors, influencing social relation-
ships, and determining what that person can do in 
family, work, or community activities.

Thinking Sociologically
What are your statuses? Which ones are ascribed, and 
which are achieved statuses? Do you have a master 
status? How do these statuses affect the way you inter-
act with others in your network of relationships?

The Relationship  
Between Status and Role
Every status (position) in your network includes certain 
behaviors and obligations as you carry out the roles, 
the expected behaviors, rights, obligations, respon-
sibilities, and privileges assigned to a social status. 
Roles are the dynamic, action part of statuses in a soci-
ety. They define how each individual in an interaction 
is expected to act (Linton 1937). The role of a person 
holding the status of “college student” includes 
behaviors and obligations such as attending classes, 
studying, taking tests, writing papers, and interacting 

with professors and other students. We enter most 
statuses with some knowledge of how to carry out 
the roles dictated by our culture. Through the process 
of socialization, we learn roles by observing others, 
watching television and films, reading, and being 
taught by family members, teachers, and others how 
to carry out the status. 

Both statuses (positions) and roles (behavioral 
expectations of people holding the status) form links 
with other people in the social world because they 
must be carried out in relationships with others. For 
example, a father has certain obligations (or roles) 
toward his children and their mother. The position of 
father exists not on its own but in relationship to signifi-
cant others who have reciprocal ties.

Your status of student requires certain behav-
iors and expectations, depending on whether you 
are interacting with a dean, a professor, an adviser, a 
classmate, or a prospective employer. This is because 
the role expectations of the status of student vary as 
one interacts with specific people in other statuses. In 
Figure 5.3, the student is the subject, and the others 
are those with whom the student interacts in the status 
of student.

Within a group, individuals may hold both formal 
and informal statuses. One illustration is the formal 
status of high school students, each of whom plays a 
number of informal roles in cliques that are not part of 
the formal school structure. A student may be known, 
for example, as one of the popular crowd, a jock, a nerd, 
a loner, a goth, a clown, a prep, or an outcast. Each of 
these roles takes place in a status relationship with oth-
ers: teacher-student, peer-peer, coach-athlete. Social 
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FIGURE 5.3  Types of Interactions Students 
Have With Reciprocal Status Holders




