
Technology and Socioeconomic Stratification

Seth Bontrager

Science, Technology, and Society, Colby College, Waterville, ME

As we get further into the digital age, technology is 

becoming more prevalent all the time, playing a larger 

role in our lives. These days, it seems like just about 

everyone has Internet access and a smartphone. 

Differences in access to technology and digital resources, 

as well as technological education, is an important yet 

often overlooked factor when it comes to socioeconomic 

stratification. The benefits and opportunities surrounding 

digital technology are unequally distributed toward the 

wealthy, which helps explain why we’ve seen an increase 

in the wealth gap in recent years.

Technology and the Labor Market

Technology’s influence on labor market dynamics is a major reason why the upper class is getting richer 

while the poor and working class are getting poorer.

Mechanization of Labor

Mechanization of labor is the process by which work changes from manual labor to machine-based labor. 

Human workers are replaced by machines when the technology to do so is readily available and more cost-

effective than hiring human workers. As new ways of automating jobs that were previously done by humans 

are invented, more and more people are left jobless. Mechanization of labor also drives down wages of 

existing jobs by reducing demand for workers while increasing supply of workers.

Market for Technological Innovation

On the other end of the economic spectrum, while mechanization hurts the working class, the technology 

boom is helping to make the rich richer. The demand for high-skilled tech jobs is higher than ever, with a very 

limited supply, driving up the salaries of Silicon Valley tech giants. Additionally, business in tech fields is less 

capital intensive in comparison with other forms of entrepreneurship. Tech companies require fewer 

resources to handle product distribution. It is easier to monopolize a particular market in the tech industry. 

MIT Tech Review uses Google as an example: “Why use a search engine that is almost as good as Google?” 

For these reasons, the tech industry excels at making the very few very rich.

Digital Resources

Digital resources include everything from the Internet and the devices 

themselves to the skills and knowledge needed to maximize benefit 

from said devices. Digital resources provide a wide range of benefits. 

There are, of course, the more obvious ones such as lucrative career 

paths in technology, but the numerous minor benefits that technology 

provides are also important. Even things as simple as effective 

communication over digital platforms can save time and energy. As 

workplaces adopt new technology, tech-savvy employees benefit over 

their less skilled peers.

Digital Resources and Inequality

Digital disparities, or digital inequalities, as described by Robinson et 

al, are differences in individuals’ participation in the digital world, 

access to digital resources, and technological ability. Digital 

inequalities are often overlooked as an agent of stratification, but they 

play an increasingly important role and should be studied in 

combination with other forms of inequality, such as race, class, and 

gender.
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Working class jobs such 

as manufacturing and 

agriculture have been 

most affected by 

mechanization of labor. It 

is important to recognize, 

however, that the decline 

in this graph is caused 

only in part by 

mechanization of labor. 

Increased global trade and 

offshoring jobs also 

contribute.

Mechanization of labor 

has helped increase 

productivity in US 

manufacturing. Machine-

assisted workers allow 

for much greater output. 

The significant increase 

in output displayed in the 

graph, coupled with the 

decline in employment, 

shows the impact of 

mechanization of labor.

First level digital 

disparities
• Differences in access to 

digital resources

• A key first level digital 

disparity is Internet access

• While first level digital 

disparities aren’t as 

common in developed 

countries such as the 

United States, they still exist

• Today, about 10% of adults 

in the US don’t use the 

Internet

Second level digital 

disparities
• Differences in skills and 

participation in the digital 

world

• Strongly correlated with 

disparities in education and 

wealth

• More common than first 

level disparities in 

developed countries

• Disparities are present at all 

ages, even in kids and 

teenagers

Technology in the Classroom

Level of education is not only a very good predictor of socioeconomic 

status, it is also the most effective agent of social mobility. In our 

increasingly digital world, the interplay between technology and 

education is essential. The current discussion surrounding technology 

in the classroom is centered around the mere presence and use of 

technology: if and how it aids students’ learning. A better approach is 

to teach smart technology use and help students develop skills that 

will help them later in life. Technology is seen as a way to improve 

children’s education in other subjects, but this becomes problematic

without also teaching technology skills, 

as it favors the kids who are more tech-

savvy, a trait that is correlated with 

wealth. Teaching tech use, on the other 

hand, will help level the playing field for 

those who have less digital expertise 

than their classmates.

These graphs show the widening wealth gap in recent 

years. The richest 20% have seen an increase in their 

share of income, at the expense of everyone else.


