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aware of all of the rewards, or they have failed to accurately 
assess the costs of an action. For example, few citizens in 
the United States realize all of the financial, health, and 
legal benefits of marriage. To change the marriage rates, 
we may not need more benefits to encourage marriage. We 
may do just as well to change the population’s appraisal of 
the benefits already available.

Meso- and Macro-Level Theories of Change
Social Evolutionary Theories. Social evolutionary the-
ories at the macro level assume that societies change 
slowly from simple to more complex forms. Early unilin-
ear theories maintained that all societies moved through 
the same steps and that advancement or progress was 
desirable and would lead to a better society. These theories 
came to prominence during the Industrial Revolution, 
when European social scientists sought to interpret the 
differences between their own societies and the “primitive 
societies” of other continents. Europe was being stimu-
lated by travel, exposure to new cultures, and a spawning 
of new philosophies, a period called the Enlightenment. 
Europeans witnessed the development of mines, railroads, 
ships, weaponry, cities, educational systems, and indus-
tries, which they defined as “progress” or “civilization.” 
World travelers reported that other peoples and societies 
did not seem to have these developments. These reports 
provided the empirical evidence that early sociologist 
Auguste Comte used in proposing his theory of unilinear 
development from simple to complex societies. Unilinear 
theories came to legitimate colonial expansion and exploi-
tation of other people and lands seen as less developed and 
“inferior.”

In a more recent version of evolutionary theory, 
Patrick Nolan and Gerhard Lenski discuss five stages 
through which most societies progress: hunter-gatherer, 
horticultural, agrarian, industrial, and postindustrial  

(P. Nolan and Lenski 2014; see also Chapter 3). This does 
not mean that some stages are “better” than others. It 
simply means that this is the typical pattern of change to 
greater social complexity resulting from new tech
nologies and more efficient harnessing of energy. 
Contemporary evolutionary theories acknowledge that 
change takes place in multiple ways and not just in a 
straight line. The rapid spread of ideas and technologies 
means that societies today may move quickly from  
simple to complex, creating modern states. They skip 
steps or are selective about what aspects of technology 
they wish to adopt. For example, countries such as India 
and China are largely agricultural but are importing and 
developing the latest technology that allows them to 
skip over developmental steps. As noted in Chapter 7, 
many countries will not see landlines for phones  
but instead will have cell phones even in the more 
remote areas.

Some scholars disapprove of the term developing coun-
tries because it might imply that all societies are moving 
toward the type of social system characterized by the affluent 
or “developed” societies. As we have noted in earlier chapters, 
many now use the term Global South because poor countries 
are disproportionately located south of the 20th parallel 
north, whereas affluent nations are typically situated north of 
that latitude. Note that the term is a metaphor for all poor 
countries, meant to avoid an assumption of inevitable evolu-
tion toward Western cultures.

Functionalist Theories. Functional theorists assume 
that societies are basically stable systems held together by 
the shared norms and values of their members. The inter-
dependent parts work together to make the society func-
tion smoothly. A change in one part of the society affects 
all the other parts, each changing in turn until the system 
resumes a state of equilibrium. Change can come from 

FIGURE 14.2  Relationship Between Behaviors and Sanctions

Sanction

Formal Informal

Behavior
Positive Bonuses, advances, 

fringe benefits, 
recognition

Praise, smile,  
pat on the back

Negative Demotion,  
loss of salary

Ridicule, exclusion, 
talk behind back


