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values), and behavior patterns of a society. Some change 
is controllable, and some is out of our hands, but change is 
inevitable and ubiquitous. Change can be rapid, caused by 
some disruption to the existing system, or it can be grad-
ual and evolutionary. Often, change at one level in the 
social world occurs because of change at another level. 
Micro, meso, and macro levels of society often intercon-
nect in the change process but are sometimes out of sync.

In this chapter, we explore the process of change, the 
causes of change, and some strategies for bringing about 
desired change. We consider the complexity of change in 
our social world, explanations and theories of social 
change, the role of collective behavior in bringing about 
change, planned change in organizations, macro-level 
social movements, technology, and environmental actions 
as they affect and are affected by change.

Our social world model is based on the assumption 
that change, whether evolutionary or revolutionary, is 
inevitable and ever present in the social world. The impe-
tus for change may begin at the micro, meso, or macro 
level of analysis. Studies of the change process are not 
complete, however, until the level under study is under-
stood in relation to other levels in the model, for each level 
affects the others in multiple ways.

Thinking Sociologically
How do your activities impact the environment? 
Have you taken steps to address climate change? If 
so, what socializing agents prompted you to do so? If 
not, why do you think you have not?

COMPLEXITY OF CHANGE 
IN OUR SOCIAL WORLD
The Yir Yoront, a group of Australian aborigines, long 
believed that if their own ancestors did not do something, 
then they must not do it. It would be wrong and might 
cause evil to befall the group (Sharp 1990). However, con-
tact with European cultures and missionaries brought 
new tools such as the steel ax, changing the role of men 
whose job it was to make stone axes. Gradually other 
European ways were introduced, changing the culture 
dramatically so that old ways were obsolete. The group’s 
original culture disintegrated as it adopted others’ ways, 
but a major contributor was the introduction of new tech-
nological ideas, especially the steel ax. In the 1940s, mis-
sionaries gave steel axes to the Yir Yoront women, and the 
hunting and gathering economy changed due to changing 

roles of women and men. Men, who used to control the 
stone axes, lost their high status in the community when 
they had to borrow axes and other tools from women, and 
thus, the power structure of the community changed 
(BushTV 2010; Hotchkiss 2014).

Obviously, the Yir Yoront are not a people who favored 
change or innovation. In contrast, progress is a positive word 
in much of Australia and in many other countries where 
change is seen as normal, even desirable. The traditions, cul-
tural beliefs, and internal and external pressures all affect the 
degree and rate of change in society (B. Berman 2011).

Change at the Individual  
Level: Micro-Level Analysis
One of the top U.S. entrepreneurs, Microsoft’s founder  
Bill Gates, combines intelligence, business acumen, and 
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The oceans have become garbage dumps, and this is creating a major 
pollution hazard. This boy picks out plastic waste that he hopes to 
recycle from floating rubbish along Manila Bay in the Philippines.


