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What is status? 

 A position in society, conferring rights and 
obligations upon a person as a citizen within a 
political community (Turner 1988) 

 …a structure of relations of perceived, and in some 
degree accepted, social superiority, equality and 
inferiority among individuals that reflects not their 
personal qualities but rather the degree of „social 
honor‟ attaching to certain of their positional or 
perhaps purely ascribed attributes (e.g. „birth‟ or 
ethnicity) (Chan & Goldthorpe 2007) 

 



The Social and the Technical 

 Computerization: Kling & Iacono, 1996 

 “…computerization movements focus on changing an 

objectionable situation or improving the circumstances 

of a group that suffers a social disadvantage. The 

leaders of computerization movements develop and 

offer a utopian social vision, in which the impact of 

computerization leads to strongly beneficial results 

for the wider society in which computer systems are 

placed.” Pfaffenberger 1996 



Web 2.0 as Utopian Vision 

 Must analyze community norms, practices, mores 

 Understand how inequality is created and 

maintained 

 Who gets to speak? 

 What technologies are emphasized? 

 How does the development of the technology affect 

status hierarchies?  

 



Status in a community of practice 

 All status is inherently relative, hierarchical, and 

therefore located  

 Every community has a status structure 

 Community of Practice: Lave & Wenger 1992 

 Defined by community-specific variables 

 Participation in a particular set of social practices 

 Learned 

 “Taste Cultures” : Gans 1999 



Status: Ascribed vs. Achieved 

 Ascribed: person has no control over 

 Variables like age, gender, ethnicity, nationality, 

language 

 Achieved: person has control over (to certain extent) 

 Variables like education, job, wealth, possessions 



Status in Early Social Media  

 How does this media/technology constitute a 

Community of Practice? 

 What mechanisms are available for status display? 

 What practices are considered high-status or low-

status?  

 How is social hierarchy created or maintained? 



USENET groups 



Chat Rooms / IRC 



MUDs and Textual Games 



Status in Web 2.0: Reputation 



Status in Web 2.0: Status Symbols? 



Implications 

 Claims of “democracy” and “equality” must be 

interrogated 

 Understand relationships between technological 

features and how social hierarchies are created 

and maintained 

 Understand the hierarchy of the technology industry 


