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from the exchange, and they leave relationships that have 
more costs than benefits for them. They constantly evalu-
ate whether there is reciprocity or balance in a relation-
ship so that they are receiving as much as they give. 
Simply stated, people are more likely to act if they see 
some reward or success coming from their behavior. The 
implication is that self-interest for the individual is the 
guiding element in human interaction.

In summary, rational choice theory involves the fol-
lowing key ideas:

•• Human beings are mostly self-centered, and self-
interest drives their behavior.

•• Humans calculate costs and benefits (rewards) in 
making decisions.

•• Humans are rational in that they weigh choices in 
order to maximize their own benefits and mini-
mize costs.

•• Every interaction involves exchanges entailing 
rewards and penalties or expenditures.

•• A key element in exchanges is reciprocity—a bal-
ance in the exchange of benefits.

•• People keep a mental ledger in their heads about 
whether they owe someone else or that person 
owes them.

Critique of Rational Choice Theory. Rational choice the-
orists see human conduct as self-centered, with rational 
behavior implying that people seek to maximize rewards and 

minimize costs. They give little attention to 
micro-level internal mental processes, such as 
self-reflection. Charitable, unselfish, or altruistic 
behavior is not easily explained by this view. Why 
would a soldier sacrifice his or her life to save a 
comrade? Why would a starving person in a Nazi 
concentration camp share a crust of bread with 
another? Proponents of rational choice counter 
the criticism by arguing that if a person feels 
good about helping another, that, in itself, is a 
reward that compensates for the cost.

Thinking Sociologically
How can symbolic interaction and rational 
choice perspectives help explain dat-
ing behavior? For example, how might 
a “hookup” mean something different 
to females, as opposed to males? How 
would each of the previous micro theo-
ries answer this question a bit differently?

Meso- and Macro-Level Theories
Meso- and macro-level theories consider large units in the 
social world: organizations (e.g., General Motors or the 
Episcopal Church), institutions (such as family, education, 
religion, health care, politics, or economies), societies 
(Canada or Mexico), or global systems (the World Trade 
Organization or World Bank). For example, Hector’s gov-
ernment at the national and international levels affects his 
life in a variety of ways. As Brazil industrializes, the nature 
of jobs and the modes of communication change. Local 
village cultures adjust as the entire nation gains more uni-
formity of values, beliefs, and norms. Similarly, resources 
such as access to clean water may be allotted at the local 
level, but local communities need national and sometimes 
international support, as illustrated by the tribal elders 
from Tanzania in the photo on page 31. We can begin to 
understand how the process of modernization influences 
Hector, this village in Tanzania, and other people around 
the globe by looking at two major macro-level perspec-
tives: the structural-functional and conflict theories.

Structural-Functional Theory.  Structural-functional 

theory, also called functional theory, assumes that all parts 
of the social structure (including groups, organizations, 
and institutions), the culture (values and beliefs), and social 
processes (e.g., legislators working to create a law, an 
instructor teaching a child, or social change) work together 
to make the whole society run smoothly and harmoniously. 
To understand the social world from this perspective, we 

According to rational choice theory, people avoid cost or pain and seek benefits. 
Thus, people in authority try to control others by imposing cost for behaviors that 
are unwanted. The cost for this woman for speeding is an expensive ticket, and the 
city council and police hope it will lead to more desired behaviors.
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