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NATIONAL AND GLOBAL 
DIGITAL DIVIDE: MACRO-
LEVEL STRATIFICATION
Mamadou from Niger and Eric from Ghana answer their 
iPhones to the sound of chimes from London’s Big Ben 
clock tower and a Bob Marley song. In addition to Eng-
lish, one speaks in Kanuri and French and the other in 
Twi to friends and family thousands of miles away. They 
are the future generation of elites from the Global South, 
fluent in the languages of several countries, adept in 
computer software, and at the forefront of their coun-
tries in digital technology. Many of their fellow citizens 
in Niger and Ghana in Africa are not so fortunate. In their 
Global South subsistence lives and with insufficient edu-
cation to participate in the changing economy and new 
technologies, they have little contact with the digital 
world swirling overhead through satellite connections. 

Global economic and political institutions increas-
ingly produce and transmit information through digital 
technology. Few tools are more important than com-
puters, smartphones, and the Internet. In nearly every 

and coordinated to prevent and end homelessness” 
(Sullivan 2013). Research also reveals that providing 
a wide range of services for the homeless actually 
saves taxpayers money in the long run “by interrupt-
ing a costly cycle of emergency room visits, detoxes, 
and even jail terms” (Sullivan 2013). Thanks to strat-
egies based on these findings, the number of both 
the homeless, in general, and homeless families 
has declined by, respectively, 6% and 8% since 2010, 
despite growing levels of inequality in our society.

How can we effectively address inequality? First, we 
must become aware of the problem. As this chapter has 
described, almost every society has some system of 
stratification. We do not all have the same chances of 
“making it.” Most of us, though, do not fully realize the 
extent of the inequality in some societies including the 
society we call home. For example, in a recent study, a 
nationally representative sample of U.S. citizens were 
shown three charts that display different distributions of 
wealth ranging from somewhat equal to very unequal. 
When asked which of the three charts illustrated how 
wealth was distributed in the United States, most 
respondents chose the chart that actually described 
wealth distribution in Sweden, the nation with the lowest 
level of economic inequality in the world. The chart most 
often picked by respondents as an “ideal” distribution of 
wealth illustrated an even more equitable distribution 
of wealth than that found in Sweden (Norton and Ariely 
2011). Figure 7.5 shows the actual U.S. wealth distribu-
tion plotted against the estimated and ideal distributions 
across all respondents. Note that the ideal distribution is 
closest to the results of the survey described above.

After reading this chapter, you understand that the 
United States has higher levels of inequality and pov-
erty and less class mobility than most other wealthy 
nations. Once we understand the extent of inequality 
and poverty, we can start to develop ways to address 
these issues. We can also critique poverty reduction 
programs now under way in different nations and help 
to create more effective ones, if needed.

Thinking Sociologically
Recalling what you have learned about poverty, how 
would you develop a plan to attack the problem of pov-
erty within your community or nation, taking into account 
micro, meso, and macro levels of analysis? Consider job 
training, changing family values, providing child care for 
working parents, raising the minimum wage, or other 
factors. First describe the root causes of poverty and 
then suggest solutions. 

Actual distribution of wealth

What Americans think it is

What they would like it to be

0 20 40 60 80 100%

top 20% second 20% third 20%
fourth 20% bottom 20%

FIGURE 7.5  Wealth Inequality in the  
United States: Actual, Estimated,  
and Perceived Ideal Percent 
Wealth Owned

Source: Norton and Ariely 2011.

The actual U.S. wealth distribution is plotted against the estimated and 
ideal distributions across all respondents. Because of their small per-
centage share of total wealth, both the “4th 20%” value (0.2%) and the 
“Bottom 20%” value (0.1%) are not visible in the “Actual” distribution. 

The bar labeled “What Americans think it is” represents the actual distri-
bution of wealth in Sweden.




