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Rotary Club or troop of the Girl Scouts, 
function at the micro level. Everyone is 
in a face-to-face relationship with every 
other member of the organization. How-
ever, those local groups are part of a 
nationwide meso-level organization. At 
the macro level, the federal government 
in the United States is a complex formal 
organization that influences the lives 
of every citizen and organization in the 
nation. Meanwhile multinational corpora-
tions and entities like the United Nations 
are global in their reach. 

Some organizat ions provide us 
wi th  work  necessary for surv iva l . 
Others are forced on us—prisons, psy-
chiatric hospitals, military draft sys-
tems, and even education—up until 
a certain age. Still others are orga-
nizations we believe in and volun-
tar i ly jo in—scouts ,  env i ronmental 

groups, sports leagues, and rel igious organi-
zations. Residents of the United States tend to 
join voluntary organizations at higher rates than  
people in many other countries (Charit ies Aid 
Foundation 2012).

Characteristics of Bureaucracy
If you have been to a Caribbean, African, Asian, or 
Middle Eastern market, you know that the bartering 
system is used to settle on a mutually agreeable price 
for goods. This system is more personal and involves 
intense interaction between the seller and the buyer, 
but it also takes more time and is less efficient than the 
buying process to which shoppers from North Amer-
ica are accustomed. Bartering can be frustrating to the 
uninitiated visitor used to the relative efficiency and 
predictability of bureaucracy: going to a store, select-
ing a product, and paying a set price. As societies 
become more complex, they tend to adopt bureau-
cratic forms of organization.

At the beginning of the 20th century, Max Weber 
(1864–1920) looked for the reasons behind the transi-
tion from traditional society to bureaucratic, capitalist 
society. He wanted to understand why bureaucracy 
came to dominate the forms of organization in some 
countries more rapidly than in others. Weber found 
that bureaucracies arose first in more democratic 
nations with capitalist, industrial economic systems. 

that govern them. Google, General Electric (GE), the 
Red Cross, the National Basketball Association (NBA), 
the Republican Party, and your university are all formal 
organizations. 

Bureaucracies are specific types of very large for-
mal organizations that have the purpose of maximiz-
ing efficiency. They are characterized by set relations 
between participants, clearly laid-out procedures and 
rules, and pursuit of stated goals. Bureaucratization 
evolved as the most efficient way of producing prod-
ucts economically for mass markets (Ritzer 2013).

An example of a bureaucratic organization can  
be found in the fast-food empires and chain “box” 
stores spreading all around the world. The next 
“Engaging Sociology” feature describes the trend 
toward the “McDonaldization of society”—sociologist 
George Ritzer’s pop culture term for rationalization in 
organizations.

Formal Organizations 
and Modern Life 
Think about the many organizations that regularly 
affect your life: the legal system that passes laws, your 
college, your workplace, and voluntary organizations 
to which you belong. Human interactions take place in 
formal organizations, and formal organizations require 
human interaction to meet their organizational needs. 
Some organizations, such as the local chapter of the 
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