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Abstract
Factors that play a role in constructing one’s social status vary 
and research will be presented in this article that is intended to 
increase social meaning and relevance. Insights will also be pre-
sented into ways social status impacts interaction in individual, 
group, and inter-group memberships. Applications regarding 
social status and interaction are offered through the lens of low 
self-esteem and age factors. A conclusion is presented suggest-

ing implications for further research into the relevance of social 
status and its subsequent impact on social interaction.

Overview
Social Status 
Social status can be defined as the rank or placement of an indi-
vidual in society. Social status can potentially be determined 
through stratification systems. Social stratification system theo-
ries are often multi-level and predictive of ways structural effects 
interact with communities and the poor (Wolf, 2007). Wolf 
(2007) further argued that the relationships within this system 
are contingent upon the effects of social isolation; socially iso-
lated individuals may lack access to others or to human capital, 
resources, and influence. Arguably, limited resources result in 
the “lack of access to different kinds of human and social capital, 
such as financial resources, education, and peer role models…,” 
ultimately resulting… “in a change in community values and 
aspirations” (p. 53 – 54). These components interplay in forming 
class systems operating within these sociological systems.

Weber (1978) [1920] indicated that ‘class’ means all persons in 
the same class situation.  He defined social classes as follows: 

A ‘property class’ is primarily determined by property • 
differences; 

A ‘commercial class’ by the marketability of goods • 
and services; 

A ‘social class’ makes up the totality of those class • 
situations within which individual and generational 
mobility is easy and typical (p. 302). 

Smith (2007) indicated that contemporary sociology offers oppor-
tunities for social mobility, which can be understood as “breaking 
through the boundaries of social classes” (p. 91).  Smith inter-
preted Weber’s definition of class, and wrote that “a social class is 
not a class at all unless mobility takes place within its borders and, 
crucially, this type of social mobility does not therefore undermine 
the existence of social classes, but rather defines what these classes 
are” (pp. 88 – 89). Nesbit (2006) further argued: “Whether we like 
it or not, at individual, community, and societal levels, everything 
we believe and everything we do is influenced by our place in an 
economic and social order” (p. 172). Nesbit further indicated that 
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economic, social, and cultural factors profoundly influence how 
we live and what we do, and these factors operate within the struc-
tures of human societies and human relationships. 

Moreover, these factors dictate ways we “accommodate or resist 
unfairness and oppression,” and our own thoughts regarding 
these phenomena are both limited and enabled by “our place in 
the economic structure of society” (p. 172).  Body image has also 
been reported as one factor in obtaining positive social status. 
Reis, Wheeler, Spiegel, Kernis, Nezlek, and Perry (1982) sug-
gested that more physically attractive people rely on their physical 
attractiveness to gain social influence. As a result, individuals 
with more physical attractiveness may use their attractiveness 
to gain social status and thereby improve their group influence. 
(Nezlek, 1999, p. 796). 

Validation

According to Tyler (1994), individuals value their group status, 
because high status validates self-identity, self-esteem, and self-
respect. Validation from others causes individuals to continually 
seek information that confirms that they have a respected posi-
tion in the group (Diekmann, Sondak,&  Barsness, 2007, p. 163).  
Perceptions of self-status indicate an individual’s perceptions of 
their own regard and approval they receive from others (Van 
Prooijen, Van den Bos, & Wilke, 2002). According to the “group 
value model of procedural fairness” (Lind & Tyler, 1988) and the 
closely aligned relational “model of authority” (Tyler & Lind, 
1992), individuals want to understand, establish, and maintain 
the social bonds that exist between them and others in their 
group (Tyler, 1994). The treatment that individuals receive in a 
group enable them to infer their status in a group; for example, 
if the treatment they receive is respectful and fair, individuals 
perceive they have a high status in the group. On the other hand, 
if individuals are treated disrespectfully or unfairly, they infer 
that they have low status in a group. Information regarding group 
status subsequently impacts individuals’ reactions to procedural  
fairness (Tyler, 1989; 1994; Van Prooijen et al., 2002). Thus, per-
ceptions of status affect how individuals react to fair or unfair 
procedures and treatment (Nezlek, 1999). 

Membership & Social Identity

Through another lens, Nezlek and Smith (2005) argued that 
the world can be viewed through “in-groups and out-groups, or 
groups to which we do or do not belong.” To the extent that group 
memberships determine an individual’s internalized self-concept 
implies our sense of self or what Tajfel and Turner (1986) termed 
“social identity.” While additional research needs to be conducted 
regarding social identity in terms of understanding social inter-
action, past research has indicated that “[social identity] unfolds 
in naturally occurring social interaction” (p. 243). 

Social Interaction & Well-Being
Social interaction can be described as an interchangeable 
sequence of dynamic exchanges through which individuals can 
attach meaning, intepret, and respond. Interactions take place in 
multiple ways and are impacted by multiple variables. Accord-
ing to Nezlek, Richardson, Green, and Schatten-Jones (2002), 
the quality and quantity of human relationships supports psycho-
logical well-being. Moreover, “people who report having more 
satisfying and active social lives tend to report feeling better about 
themselves and their lives” (p. 57).  To support their hypothesis 
and previous, researched results, Nezlek et al. conducted a study 
in which they sampled healthy, older, adult participants utilizing 
a variant of the Rochester Interaction Record (RIR) (Wheeler & 
Nezlek, 1977). The primary hypothesis guiding the study was 
that well-being would be positively related to the quality of par-
ticipant’s social lives. Using the RIR, participants were charged 
with the task of describing the social interactions they had each 
day for two weeks. These daily reports provided measures of the 
quality and quantity of participants’ daily social interaction and 
substantiated measures of these two characteristics and various 
measures of well-being. 

The importance of daily social interaction for the well-being 
of older adults was suggested in part by Carstensen’s (1995) 
“socioemotional selectivity theory.” She argued that “older 
adults are more motivated than young people to regulate emo-
tions during social interactions,” selecting specific close others 
for interaction, and limiting the size of social networks (Nezlek, 
et al., 2002, pp. 57 – 78). Other research suggests that the quality 
of interaction also relates to well-being. For example, individuals 
who report lower quality relationships also report lower levels 
of life satisfaction (O’Connor, 1995). Similarly, Mullins and 
Dugan (1990) argued that greater satisfaction with the quality of 
relationships is associated with decreased feelings of loneliness 
and depression, while other researchers have similarly reported 
an increased sense of well being in positive relationships (Fox 
& Gooding, 1998; Ishii-Kuntz, 1990). Other studies resulting 
in reported well-being in the elderly have also been reported 
(Beckman, 1981; Ward, Sherman, & LaGlory, 1984). Similarly, 
just as research suggested that well-being for older people was 
connected to social constructs, research also suggests that well- 
being is positively related to how socially active the nonelderly 
are (O’Connor, 1995) and to the quality of their relationships 
(Diener & Diener, 1995; McDonough & Munz, 1994). 

Social Class

Social Competence

Social Identity

Social Interaction

Social Mobility 

Social Status

Socio-Emotional Selectivity Theory

Keywords



Social Status & Social Interaction Essay by Sharon Link, Ph.D.

EBSCO Research Starters® • Copyright © 2009 EBSCO Publishing Inc. • All Rights Reserved Page 3

Social Status & Interaction
Social status directly results from interaction that directly affects 
group and social identity. Tajfel (1978) stated that social iden-
tity “is a part of an individual’s self concept which derives from 
his knowledge of his membership of a social group (or groups) 
together with the emotional significance attached to that member-
ship” (p. 63). According to Nezlek and Smith (2005), some people 
are born into membership such as in the case of race and gender. 
Others attain it by actively seeking through clubs and political 
organizations.   The social identity theory then would initiate indi-
viduals to “maintain a positive social identity, which in turn leads 
to positive evaluations of the self. Group membership allows a 
person to reap all of the advantages and positive aspects that are 
associated with a particular group, such as status” (p. 244). 

For example, Harasty (1997) determined that when people were 
asked to talk about relevant in- and out-groups, individuals 
spoke more negatively of out-group members than of in-group 
members. Additionally, when contributing to an interaction, 
individuals seemed more likely to attribute out-group members’ 
behavior to more stable, dispositional factors than to unstable 
situational factors (Nezlek & Smith, 2005). Hewstone, Rubin, 
and Wills (2002) indicated that inter-group bias is moderated by 
a variety of individual, group, and inter-group factors. Individual 
factors include identification with the group, mood or education.  
Group factors include size, status, and power of the group.  Inter-
group factors include stability of and/or threat to the inter-group 
hierarchy (Nezlek & Smith, 2005).

Nezlek and Smith report that the “effects of social identity are not 
limited to increasing the self-esteem of group members. Consid-
erable research suggests that people’s social identities can have 
behavioral implications” (p. 244). They cite Tajfel, Billig, Bundy, 
and Flament (1971), who determined that a simple division into 
two groups prompted English schoolboys to treat the opposite 
group “less favorably” during task related interactions. Insko and 
Schopler (1998) learned that when people are assigned to groups 
and directed to engage in the “prisoner’s dilemma” task against 
another group, “they behave more competitively and less coopera-
tively than when they are not grouped and are told they are playing 
against an individual” (2005, p. 244-45).

Group Interaction

Group interaction has both positive and negative aspects. For 
example, members who interact with other members of the 
in-group may insure their group identity and benefit from the 
positive aspects of that group membership. However, members 
of a group involved in group membership and group interaction 
may also encounter negative aspects of that group membership, 
including reputation issues or assumption of conformity (Nezlek 
& Smith, 2005). Biernat, Vescio, and Green (1996) pointed out 
that, “by interacting with the out-group, people may be able to 
reflect on their in-group’s (perceived) superiority but they may 
also face an attractive, alternative out-group that they may not 
be able to join or choose not to join” (Nezlek & Smith, 2005 , p. 
247). They indicated that while group members may enjoy the 
positive aspects of belonging to their groups, they are nonethe-

less aware of the negative components of such membership (p. 
246). Thus, Nezlek and Smith point out that social interaction 
either helps or hinders the pursuit of a positive social identity.

Theories about social identity, and social status and interaction 
may need to evolve to consider differing factors, such as the 
“nature of the identity being studied, individual differences in 
psychological traits such as social dominance and self-construal, 
individuals’ status within a group, such as the length of member-
ship, and the dimensions on which judgments are being made” 
(Nezlek & Smith, 2005, p. 259). Overall, further research into 
specific kinds of interactions and social status needs to be con-
ducted in order to better inform present thought. “Perhaps future 
research can determine how people react to interactions in which 
the social identities of one’s interaction partners is not known, 
something that allows some conclusion about the relative strength 
of these two tendencies” (Nezlek & Smith, 2005, p. 258).

Applications
Low Self-Esteem & Social Rejection
One potential application for better understanding social status 
and interaction is in comprehending the impact of an individ-
ual’s low self-esteem on their own sense of social status. For 
example, individuals with low self-esteem feel lonely (Levin & 
Stokes, 1986) and socially isolated (Hobfoll, Nadler, & Leiber-
man, 1986). Moreover, research indicates that individuals with 
low self-esteem often display insecure, preoccupied or fear-
ful attachment styles (Brennan & Morris, 1997). These factors 
may also cause individuals with low self-esteem to experience 
elevated social anxiety, (Leary & Kowalski, 1993) and they 
may in turn question their partner’s feelings for them (Murray, 
Holmes, & Griffin, 2000). Often more highly attuned to rejec-
tion cues (Nezlek, Kowalski, Leary, Blevins, & Holgate, 1997), 
such individuals are “dispositionally high in rejection sensitiv-
ity” (Downey & Feldman, 1996), are preoccupied with social 
acceptance (Harter, Stocker, & Robinson, 1996), are motivated 
to avoid social disapproval (Tice, 1993), and are inclined to 
behave agreeably towards others (Schuetz & DePaulo, 1996) 
so they will be liked (Schuetz, 1998). Lastly, individuals with 
low self-esteem characterize their past as a series of rejections, 
and have poor expectations regarding future social acceptance 
(Leary, Tambor, Terdal, & Downs, 1995; Sommer & Baumeister, 
2002). Arguably, an individual with low self-esteem may suffer 
impaired social interactions.

On average, social rejection lowers self-esteem (Leary, Haupt, 
Strausser, & Chokel, 1998; Leary et al., 2003). To counter the 
threat posed by such rejection, individuals with low self-esteem 
might be more inclined to shy away from the individuals who 
reject them and seek solace from accepting individuals. Indeed, 
the individual with low self-esteem may initiate a safer interac-
tion method, because the possibility of failure is all but precluded. 
Therefore, this interaction method maintains the interpersonal 
status quo, given that it involves disdaining opportunities to 
promote social inclusion and raise social status. Specifically, 
individuals with low self-esteem may perpetuate their impaired 
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social standing by consistently seeking out only those who 
already accept them, rather than by squarely facing and trying 
to win over those who initially reject them. Sadly, individuals 
with low self-esteem may be handicapped by their lower levels 
of self-certainty (Campbell & Lavallee, 1993; Baumgardner, 
1990), their greater proneness to demoralization (Brown & 
Dutton, 1995; Sedikides & Strube, 1997), and their suboptimal 
mood-regulation strategies (Heimpel, Wood, Marshall, & Brown, 
2002; Rudich, Sedikides, & Gregg, 2006, p. 963 – 964). 

Popularity & Social Adjustment

Research has suggested that popularity or rejection at early ages 
seems to be an important predictor of future social adjustment.  
Abundant support can be provided for the stability of popular 
and rejected children over time and across settings (Cillessen, 
Bukowski, & Haselager, 2000). Moreover, popular status predicts 
future social competence, that is, the ability to develop intimate 
relationships in adolescence, whereas childhood peer rejection 
leads to adjustment difficulties in adolescence and adulthood, such 
as aggression, social anxiety, academic failure and school drop-out, 
delinquency, and psychopathology (Coie, Dodge, & Kupersmidt, 
1990; Kupersmidt, Coie, & Dodge, 1990; Parker & Asher, 1987). 
All of these maladjustments represent impairments in social inter-
actions as a direct result of impaired social status. Clearly, social 
status impacts daily interaction in numerous ways.

Viewpoints
One significant issue regarding social status and interaction is 
the derivation from culture to culture based on how social status 
is informed and determinants related to appropriate versus inap-
propriate interactions. While it may be sociologically relevant to 
study social status and interaction, cultural consideration is one 
factor for consideration to elicit culturally framed results.  One 
such example of this situation is presently occurring in Russia 
and was described by Zarubina (2008). 

Zarubina (2008) described multiple ways Russian society has 
changed since the beginning of the 1990s. She indicated that the 
New Russians are the product of a new interpretation of strata 
bringing liberal socioeconomic reforms, stratification in terms 
of property ownership, an ever widening gap between the poor 
and the wealthy, the rapid collapse of previously held values, the 
pervasiveness of anomie, and criminalized economic activity. 
Resultantly, almost as soon as the New Russian came onto the 
scene in real life, “he was turned into an object of mockery and a 
character in jokes, which indicates that society began to view the 
phenomenon in the spirit of finding ways to reconcile contradic-
tory worlds” (p. 97). Contrastingly, while the Old Russia called 
for comradeship, solidarity, and mutual assistance in relations 
among people, the New Russian relates to the people around him, 
those who are close or not so close to him, in strictly pragmatic 
ways. The New Russians’ “rejection of traditional cultural norms  
is also to be seen in what are perceived as their cynical attitudes 
toward basic cultural values and institutions such as friendship, 
love, marriage, and family. For them, the concept of unselfish 
friendship simply does not exist at all” (Zarubina, 2008, p. 89). 

Zarubina (2008) further argued that categories of people formerly 
classified among the elite or the top strata, such as scientists, per-
formers, college and university professors, engineers, military 
officers, now find themselves, “according to the criteria of mate-
rial prosperity and consumption, in the lower class or in fact on 
the brink of poverty” (p. 93). Class mobility and changing strati-
fication has resulted in feelings of mutual hatred, mixed with a 
feeling of superiority. Increasing jokes about the New Russians 
demonstrate how language is rapidly falling into degradation. 
One nineteenth-century Russian comedy that ridiculed the gaps 
between the social ambitions and the plebeian roots of the mer-
chant class employed the characters in the play to speak using 
a deliberately colloquial language, in which characters mispro-
nounced foreign words and used them incorrectly. The characters 
in the jokes about the New Russians spoke in a grotesque jargon, 
using the “language of blat” from the world of crime and cor-
ruption. Characters also habitually and disrespectfully used 
inappropriate vocabulary, immersing the audience into the cul-
ture of the “antiworld,” which also directly revealed the criminal 
roots of the new bosses of life (p. 90 – 91). Conclusively, while 
Zarubina’s own argument was framed within a cultural construct 
and bias, additional research must be framed by a cultural con-
struct to ensure accuracy and authenticity in further accounts.

Conclusion
Based on research and evidence, social status does seem to impact 
interaction individually and in groups. However, the extent of 
impact needs further investigation in terms of circumstances, 
group dynamics, individual characteristics, cultural construct, and 
resulting interaction. Beginning with pre-school aged children and 
ending with senior citizens, the realm of study is almost limit-
less.  Many unanswered questions remain regarding relationships 
between daily social interaction and psychological well-being 
(Nezlek, 2002, p. 70). Moreover, researchers have indicated that 
results from present studies “strongly suggest that studying natu-
rally occurring groups and their interactions will provide valuable 
insights into the dynamics and effects of social identity” (Nezlek 
& Smith, 2005, p. 259). For sociology students conducting fur-
ther investigation into these insights, this particular field of study 
seems wide open and ready for advanced theory.

Terms & Concepts
Social Class:  A social class is the hierarchical level within 
which individual and generational mobility is easy and typical.

Social Competence:  Social competence can be defined as 
the ability to develop social relationships in adolescence which 
extends to adulthood. 

Social Identity:  Part of an individual’s self concept which 
derives from his knowledge of his membership of a social group 
(or groups) together with the emotional significance attached to 
that membership (Tajfel, 1981, p. 255).

Social Interaction:  Social interaction can be described as an 
interchangeable sequence of dynamic social exchanges through 
which individuals can attach meaning, intepret, and respond.
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Social Mobility:  Social mobility can be defined as the poten-
tial for breaking through the boundaries of social classes.

Social Status:  Social status can be defined as the rank or 
placement of an individual in society.

Socio-Emotional Selectivity Theory:  Socio-emotional 
Selectivity Theory can be defined as the potential for regulat-
ing emotions during social interactions, selecting specific close 
others for interaction, and limiting the size of social networks.
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