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The major social change theories can be categorized as 
micro-level (symbolic interaction and rational choice the-
ories) or meso- and macro-level (evolutionary, functional, 
conflict, and world systems theories). As we review these 
theories, many of them will be familiar to you from previ-
ous chapters. Here, we relate them to the process of 
change.

Micro-Level Theories of Change
Symbolic Interaction. According to symbolic interac-
tion theory, human beings are always trying to make sense 
of the things they experience, figure out what an event or 
interaction means, and determine what action is required 
of them. Humans construct meanings that agree with or 
diverge from what others around them think. This capac-
ity to define one’s situation, such as concluding that one is 
oppressed, even though others have accepted the circum-
stances as normal, can be a powerful impetus to change. It 
can be the starting point of social movements, cultural 
changes, and revolutions.

Some sociologists believe that individuals are always 
at the core of any social trends or movements, even if 
those movements are national or global (Blumer 1986; 
Giddens 1986; Simmel [1902–1917] 1950). After all, it is 
individuals who act, make decisions, and take action. 
There are a number of leaders, for example, who have 
changed the world—for better (Mahatma Gandhi) or 
worse (Adolf Hitler). Neither corporations nor bureau-
cracies nor nations make decisions—people do. The way 
in which an individual defines the reality he or she is 
experiencing makes a huge difference in how she or he 
will respond to it.

Social institutions and structures are always subject to 
maverick individuals “thinking outside the box” and 
changing how others see things. Individual actions can 
stimulate riots, social movements, planned change in 
organizations, and a host of other outcomes that have the 
potential to transform society. That people may construct 
reality in new ways can be a serious threat to the status 
quo, and those who want to protect the status quo try to 
ensure that people will see the world the same way they do. 
If change feels threatening to some members who have a 
vested interest in the current arrangements, those individ-
uals who advocate change may face resistance. Consider 
the current state of the world, in which some nations are 
making rapid technological advances and others are resist-
ing modernization as a threat to their traditional political 
and religious way of life. In either case it has to do with 
how individuals make sense and define the meaning of 
their situation, a core emphasis of symbolic action theory.
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Syrian refugees wait on the Syrian side of the border to cross into 
Turkey. Thousands of Syrians cut through a border fence to flee 
intense fighting in northern Syria between Kurdish fighters and 
jihadis. According to Turkish security officials, 10,000 people crossed 
the border in just two days in June 2015. Immigration to avoid 
persecution and war can stimulate massive change for people and 
for countries.

Rational Choice. To rational choice theorists, behaviors 
are largely driven by individuals seeking rewards and 
reduced costs. They maintain that most individuals 
engage in those activities that bring positive rewards and 
try to avoid actions that can have negative outcomes. A 
group seeking change can attempt to set up a situation in 
which the desired behavior is rewarded. The typology pre-
sented in Figure 14.2 shows the relationship between 
behaviors and sanctions.

Bringing about change may not, however, require a 
change in costs or rewards. It may be sufficient simply to 
change people’s perception of the advantages and disad-
vantages of certain actions. Sometimes, people are not 


