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bachelor’s degree by the time they are 27 (A. Meyer 2014). 
Whereas women are still woefully underrepresented in 
upper-level management positions—only 4%, or 20, CEOs 
of Fortune 500 companies are women—their increasing 
edge in education should, eventually, lead to more women 
in high-level positions in the workforce (Catalyst 2016).

The Interdependent Global Market.  All members of 
an economy are vulnerable to international events and 
the swings in the global marketplace. If the Chinese or 
Japanese stock markets hiccup, it sends ripples through 
world markets. If high-tech industries in Japan or Europe 
falter, North American companies in Silicon Valley, 
California, may go out of business, costing many profes-
sionals their lucrative positions. In ways such as these,  
the interdependent global economies affect national and 
local economies, and that, in turn, affects individual 
families.

Whether individuals move from “rags to riches” is not 
determined solely by their personal ambition and work 
ethic. As the information in this chapter indicates, mobil-
ity for the individual, a micro-level event, is linked to a 
variety of events at other levels of the social world. What 
we see and hear in the media, though, may have us believe 
otherwise.

Thinking Sociologically
Think of family members or friends who have recently 
lost or acquired jobs. Using your sociological imagi-
nation, how can you connect those individual expe-
riences to the national and global economy? How 
do you think the national and global economies will 
impact your experience in the marketplace after you 
earn your college degree?

Is There a “Land of Opportunity”? 
Cross-Cultural Mobility
Television shows bombard us with images of rich bache-
lors and the desirability of marrying a millionaire to 
improve our status in life. By playing a game of trivia or 
being challenged on an island on a TV show, we too might 
“strike it rich.” Another possibility is that we might win 
the lottery by buying a ticket at our local convenience 
store. In reality, these quick fixes and easy get-rich-fast 
plans are seldom realized, and the chances of us profiting 
are slim indeed.

The question for this section concerns your realistic 
chances for mobility and whether you have a better 

chance to improve your status by moving to some other 
country. The answer is not simple. Countless immigrants 
have sought better opportunities in new locations. Their 
economic future depended on the historical period,  
the economic conditions, attitudes toward immigrants, 
their job skills, and their ability to blend into the new 
society.

During economic growth periods, many immigrants 
have found great opportunities for mobility in the United 
States and Europe. However, opportunities for upward 
mobility have changed significantly with globalization. 
Multinational corporations look for the cheapest sources 
of labor in the Global South, with low taxes, few labor 
unions and workplace safety regulations, and many work-
ers needing jobs. This has drained away low-skilled manu-
facturing jobs from Global North countries, making it 
even more essential to have advanced educational creden-
tials (such as a bachelor’s or master’s degree).

Most jobs in the United States today focus on providing 
services. These service-sector jobs tend to require either a 
great deal of education (e.g., lawyers, computer engineers, 
or doctors) or minimal training (e.g., retail sales, nurse’s 
aides, fast-food workers, or security guards). The low-skill 
jobs do not pay well, and labor unions, with declining mem-
berships and political clout, have increasingly limited influ-
ence on the wages and working conditions of workers. The 
result is a shrinking middle class in the United States, as is 
shown in Figure 7.9 (Parlapiano, Gebeloff, and Carter 2015).

FIGURE 7.9  The Shrinking American 
Middle Class

Note: Middle income is defined here as $35,000 to $100,000 per year.

Source: Adapted from U.S. Census Bureau 2016, Historical Income Tables: 
Households, Table H-3. 
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