
98      Part II: Social Structure, Processes, and Control

We often associate resocialization with major developmen-
tal stages in adult life—leaving home to go to college or take a 
job, having a baby, divorce, retirement, and widowhood. 
Changes in status present opportunities to move in new and 
often exciting directions, such as going to college. 
Resocialization can also mean adjusting to living alone, rais-
ing children alone, loneliness, and possible financial problems.

Sometimes, resocialization occurs when individuals 
are forced to correct or reform behaviors defined as unde-
sirable or deviant. Prison rehabilitation programs provide 
one example. However, research suggests that the diffi-
culty in resocializing prisoners is rooted in the nature of 
the prison environment itself. Prisons are often coercive 
and violent environments, which may not provide the 
social supports necessary for bringing about positive 
change in a person’s attitudes and behaviors.

Although resocialization is the goal of self-help groups 
such as Alcoholics Anonymous, Gamblers Anonymous, 
Parents Anonymous, drug rehabilitation groups, and weight 
loss groups, relapse is a common problem among participants. 

Some public sociologists work on trying to understand why 
there are such high rates of reversion to previous patterns of 
behavior. Former prison inmates are at especially high risk of 
repeating a crime, so public sociologists want to know what 
might make the resocialization “stick.” Clearly, not all social-
ization or all resocialization is positive or functional. 
Sometimes, resocialization alienates people from others and 
can contribute to violence or even terrorism.

Multiple individuals, groups, and institutions are 
involved in the socialization process. These socialization 
forces are referred to as agents of socialization.

AGENTS OF  
SOCIALIZATION: THE 
MICRO–MESO CONNECTION
Agents of socialization are the transmitters of culture—
the people, organizations, and institutions that help us 
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Death rituals differ depending on the culture and religion of the group. In India (top left), this body is being cremated next to the 
holy Ganges River to release the soul from earthly existence. The closest relative lights the funeral pyre. The top right photo shows 
the Muslim tradition of washing and wrapping the dead before burial in Najaf, Iraq. At the bottom left, a U.S. Honor Guard carries 
a casket with the remains of U.S. Air Force personnel at Arlington National Cemetery. A celestial burial master (bottom right) feeds 
the body of a dead Tibetan to the vultures in northwest China’s Qinghai province. In Tibetan regions, the practice is known as jhator, 
which literally means “giving alms to the birds,” as people believe in rebirth and there is no need to preserve the body.


